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Abstract 

This thesis analyses the language used to refer to wealth, and attitudes towards wealth, in the 

Old English literature of the earlier part of the Anglo-Saxon period. I firstly consider poetry 

such as Beowulf, the Junius 11 Old Testament poems and the works of Cynewulf, in order to 

develop an understanding of the treatment of wealth in vernacular literature before Alfred’s 

reign, but the primary concern of the thesis is with the canonical texts of the Alfredian 

corpus: the Pastoral Care, the Boethius, the Soliloquies and the first fifty Prose Psalms. 

While my focus is on these texts, given their stylistic and linguistic similarity, I also refer to 

other works associated with the Alfredian programme, including the Orosius, the Dialogues 

and the Bede. Although this thesis is not directly concerned with the issue of Alfred’s 

authorship, the conclusions nonetheless support the case for a unified, Alfredian context for 

the canon, based on ideological similarities between all four texts and the Alfred Jewel. This 

thesis combines elements of comparative reading and word study, distinguishing it from 

previous studies of the Alfredian texts. My methodology makes use of digital corpora, 

allowing me to situate the linguistic trends of the Alfredian texts within the wider Old 

English corpus.  

 The topic of wealth highlights a significant difficulty facing the Alfredian author(s): 

the confrontation between the native, vernacular tradition, in which the appreciation of 

material wealth plays a central role, and the Latin, Mediterranean source texts, which treat 

wealth as false and fleeting. The accommodation between native, Germanic culture and 

imported Christianity had obviously been ongoing since the conversion. However, this 

particular moment is worth attention as the Alfredian corpus represents the crest of the 

growing wave of literary, vernacular prose that had been building momentum in the form of 

the more pedestrian Mercian translations, such as the Dialogues and the Bede. Moreover, 

wealth is particularly significant in the Alfredian context, given the striking pairing with 
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wisdom in the prose preface to the Pastoral Care, a pairing manifested in the Alfred Jewel, 

which in all likelihood accompanied the translation. 

 This thesis demonstrates that the texts of the Alfredian corpus share an ideology 

which recognises the usefulness of wealth while nonetheless warning against the dangers it 

poses as a distraction from the pursuit of wisdom. I suggest that this balanced perspective 

implies a secular or mixed context for the translations. My analysis of wealth, with particular 

focus on language, shows that the corpus encourages its readers and listeners to redirect their 

attention from material riches, useful though they may be, to the riches of wisdom.    
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Introduction 

Wealth in Anglo-Saxon Culture and in the Christian Tradition 

 

Vercelli Homily IX features the common medieval conceit of a devil’s account of the 

afterlife, wrung out of him by an anchorite.1 Despite having actually seen heaven,2 the devil’s 

account focusses on wondrous pleasures that are, according to Charles D. Wright, ‘dismissed 

as inconsequential in comparison to the realities of the next world, which remain 

inexpressible’.3 The pleasures which appear insignificant besides one night in heaven are 

drawn in part from the imagery of the earthly paradise in the Christian tradition, but also 

evoke Anglo-Saxon aristocratic values:  

 

Þeah þær sy eal smætegylden mor æt sunnan upgange on neorxnawange, 7 se 

oferhlifige ealle iorðan, 7 se man mote sittan swa dyre swa cynebearn ofer ðam 

gyldenan more, 7 hæbbe Salemanes wlite 7 wisdom, 7 him sie eal middangeard on 

geweald geseald, mid ðam gestreonum þe geond ealne middangeard syndon, 7 him sy 

ælce niht niwe bryd to bedde gelæd 7 sio hæbbe Iunone wlite, Saturnes dohtor, 7 ælc 

stan sy gylden, 7 ealle þa streamas hunige flowen, 7 him þonne ne sie ofer eorðan 

nænig wiðerbreca, 7 þeah þe him syn ealle sundercræftas 7 wuldorsangas in 

gesamnode, 7 þeah þe hiene ealle frefran, 7 him sien ealle swetnessa to gelædde mid 

þam fægerestan gestreonum, 7 him þonne sy singal sumor butan ælcre 

onwendednesse, 7 he mote alybban butan sare, 7 þonne gif he wære ær ane niht on 

heofona rices wuldre, þonne forlete he þæt he ær on þyssum wuldre gelyfede, þe ic ær 

bisæde, ofer þæt heofena rice þe he ær on wæs þa ane niht, 7 he eft ne mote to 

heofena rices wuldre.4 

                                                 
1 According to Donald G. Scragg, ‘[w]hat appears to be the earliest form’ of this homily survives only in the 

mid-tenth-century manuscript, Vercelli, Biblioteca Capitolare, MS CXVII (‘A’, the ‘Vercelli Book’); this form 

also appears, with some omissions, in Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Bodley 340 and 342 (‘E’). Adapted 

versions appear in Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Hatton 115, fols 140-47 (‘L’) and British Library, MS Cotton 

Tiberius, A.iii, fols 2-173 (‘M’) (The Vercelli Homilies, ed. D. G. Scragg, EETS o.s. 300 [Oxford, 1992], p. 

151). On the commonplace nature of ‘the devil’s account’ in late Anglo-Saxon England, see C. D. Wright, The 

Irish Tradition in Old English Literature, Cambridge Studies in Anglo-Saxon England 6 (Cambridge, 1993), p. 

175; see further F. C. Robinson, ‘The Devil’s Account of the Next World: An Anecdote from Old English 

Homiletic Literature’, NM 73 (1972), 362-71 (p. 364). There is no known Latin source for this homily, nor 

indeed for the narrative of the devil’s account of heaven and hell (Vercelli Homilies, ed. Scragg, p. 151; 

Robinson, ‘The Devil’s Account’, p. 364).  
2 In the Tiberius manuscript, the devil’s ability to describe heaven is explicitly ascribed to his erstwhile 

habitation there (Vercelli Homilies, ed. Scragg, p. 181 [‘M’], ll. 51-53).  
3 Wright, Irish Tradition, p. 179. Samantha Zacher comments on the ‘potential’ rather than ‘temporal’ mood 

engendered by the use of the subjunctive in the passage (S. Zacher, Preaching the Converted: The Style and the 

Rhetoric of the Vercelli Book Homilies [Toronto; London, 2009], p. 219). See further P. E. Szarmach, ‘The 

Vercelli Homilies: Style and Structure’, in The Old English Homily and its Backgrounds, ed. P. E. Szarmach 

and B. F. Huppé (Albany, NY, 1978), pp. 241-67 (pp. 242-44). 
4 Vercelli Homilies, ed. Scragg, pp. 180-82, ll. 185-200. Editorial emendations and markers have been silently 

emended throughout, except on those occasions when it is pertinent to address the manuscript reading. 
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(Although there might be a mountain all of refined gold at the rising of the sun in 

paradise, and it might tower over all the earth, and a man might sit as noble as a 

prince upon the gold mountain, and might have Solomon’s glory and wisdom, and all 

middle-earth might be given into his power, with the treasures which are throughout 

all middle-earth, and a new bride might be led to him each night and she might have 

the beauty of Juno, Saturn’s daughter, and each stone might be golden, and all the 

streams might flow with honey, and for him there might be no adversary throughout 

the earth, and although in him all singular skills and glorious songs might be gathered, 

and although all comfort him, and all sweetness might be led to him with the fairest 

treasures, and then for him it might be always summer without any change, and he 

might live without pain; and yet if he were previously in the glory of the Kingdom of 

Heaven for one night, then he would abandon his previous belief in this glory, that I 

said about before, for the Kingdom of Heaven which he previously was in for that one 

night, and he might not go again to the glory of the Kingdom of Heaven.)5 

 

The image of a prince sitting on top of his mountain of gold, surrounded by treasures and 

precious stones brought from far afield, appeals to the traditional celebration of treasure in 

Anglo-Saxon literature; as Elizabeth Tyler observes: ‘A pleasure in the description of treasure 

is one of the most widespread features of Old English verse’.6 While this description of an 

abundance of wealth is rejected in favour of something beyond the powers of words to 

express, it nonetheless constitutes the literary celebration of treasure to which Tyler alludes. 

Mark Atherton reads Vercelli Homily IX in the context of Edgar’s ‘peaceful if severely 

governed kingdom’ as a text which emphasises ‘the glory of kingship’.7 Drawing upon 

vernacular literary tradition, wealth here is a manifestation of royal power and honour. 

Though he undermines these material goods as inferior to the delights of heaven, the homilist 

perpetuates the profound appreciation for wealth that surfaces again and again in Old English 

literature, even in such overtly religious contexts as this homily. Yet, despite the effort the 

homilist expends in constructing this image of the wealth that attends secular rule – perhaps 

                                                 
5 All translations from Old English are original unless otherwise specified. 
6 E. M. Tyler, Old English Poetics: The Aesthetics of the Familiar in Anglo-Saxon England (York, 2006), p. 9; 

Tyler illustrates her point with reference to Beowulf, ll. 1020-49 (pp. 9-10). While much of the Vercelli Homily 

IX passage recalls the Anglo-Saxon tradition, see Wright, Irish Tradition, p. 211 on the similarities between this 

account and ‘native Irish conceptions of the Otherworld as a paradise of material and sexual delights’.  
7 M. Atherton, The Making of England: A New History of the Anglo-Saxon World (London; New York, 2017), 

pp. 253-54; Atherton also discusses Vercelli Homilies I, VI, X and especially V in this context; see further p. 28.  
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even for the express purpose of glorifying Edgar’s power and justifying his wealth – within 

the broader context of the homily, earthly wealth and power is reduced to merely a shadow.8 

Earthly wealth is at once celebrated and spurned.9  

 Vercelli Homily IX is one of the many vernacular, literary prose texts that followed in 

the wake of the late ninth- or early tenth-century group of translations associated with Alfred 

the Great.10 This corpus, whether created by one author or many, constitutes a pivotal 

moment in the development of Old English prose, in the transition from faithful gloss to 

original, literary compositions; as Janet Bately argues, Alfredian prose succeeded in 

combining the best of the two preceding prose traditions, the plain style of texts such as the 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and the Latinate prose of, for example, the Mercian translation of 

Gregory the Great’s Dialogi (henceforth, ‘Old English Dialogues’).11 Like Vercelli Homily 

IX, this corpus effects a reconciliation between the vernacular celebration of wealth and the 

Christian eschatological perspective. However, I propose that the Alfredian corpus, unlike 

this homily, presents the vernacular appreciation of wealth as wholly compatible with the 

Christian perspective. In the Alfredian tradition, wealth is not an impediment to the 

indescribable riches of heaven, but, if used well, can be part of the means of attaining it. This 

transformation of wealth is achieved through the Alfredian emphasis on wisdom, a cræft 

which links heaven and earth.  

 In the first part of the Introduction, I will review the evidence for the importance of 

wealth and treasure in Anglo-Saxon culture, considering material culture in particular, and 

                                                 
8 In a similar way, Edward the Confessor is depicted as a ‘second Solomon’, possibly, as Tyler argues, in order 

to justify his excessive wealth (E. M. Tyler, ‘“When Wings Incarnadine with Gold are Spread”: The Vita 

Ædwardi Regis and the Display of Treasure at the Court of Edward the Confessor’, in Treasure in the Medieval 

West, ed. E. M. Tyler [York, 2000], pp. 83-107). 
9 For a similar effect in The Wanderer, see A. Orchard, ‘Re-Reading The Wanderer: The Value of Cross-

References’, in Via Crucis: Essays on Medieval Sources and Ideas in Memory of J. E. Cross, ed. T. N. Hall, T. 

D. Hill and C. D. Wright (Morgantown, W. VA, 2002), pp. 1-26.  
10 On the date of the homily, see Vercelli Homilies, ed. Scragg, p. 151.  
11 J. M. Bately, ‘Old English Prose Before and During the Reign of Alfred’, ASE 17 (1988), 93-138 (p. 138); on 

the style of the ‘plain’ and ‘Latinate’ prose of the ninth century, see pp. 118-25. 
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assessing the degree to which vernacular poetry reflects archaeological evidence. Secondly, I 

will offer an overview of wealth in Scripture and patristic writings, which contain attitudes 

which at times (though not consistently) conflict with traditional Anglo-Saxon values.  

 

 Material Culture 

Old English literature is rich with evidence for the significance of treasure in Anglo-Saxon 

England, throughout the period. As Henry Mayr-Harting observes: ‘Many of the old heroic 

tales were about the winning of a treasure. Treasure fascinated their hearers for its own sake, 

as sex fascinates the modern reader.’12 The key points that can be taken from Old English 

heroic literature can be enumerated as follows:13 a high value is placed on treasure, especially 

fine craftsmanship;14 gift-giving is a central part of aristocratic life, particularly between the 

king and his followers;15 these precious gifts, which could take the form of both decorative 

jewellery and functional war-gear, are often the products of plunder;16 these same treasures 

could finally be extracted from this cycle of plunder and distribution for use in funerary 

contexts.17 Associated with all of these points is the central tenet that, in heroic literature, 

wealth is an indicator of worth or honour. Ernst Leisi articulated this connection between 

treasure and worth in 1952, proposing that in Old English heroic verse wealth is synonymous 

with virtue and happiness.18 Leisi argues that this association is possible because in this 

literary, heroic world, one does not acquire wealth through the mundane processes of trade, 

                                                 
12 H. Mayr-Harting, The Coming of Christianity to Anglo-Saxon England (London, 1972), p. 227.  
13 The theme of treasure in heroic verse is addressed more thoroughly in Chapter One.  
14 M. E. Goldsmith, The Mode and Meaning of Beowulf (London, 1970), pp. 81-82; and A. Lee, Gold-Hall and 

Earth-Dragon: Beowulf as Metaphor (Toronto; London, 1998), p. 17. 
15 E. Leisi, ‘Gold und Manneswert im Beowulf’, Anglia 71 (1952), 259-73; trans. J. D. Niles with the assistance 

of S. A. Dubenion-Smith, in J. D. Niles, Old English Literature: A Guide to Criticism, with Selected Readings 

(Chichester, 2016), pp. 173-83 (pp. 175-76); page numbers refer to the translated version in Niles.  
16 See P. S. Baker, Honour, Exchange and Violence in Beowulf, Anglo-Saxon Studies 20 (Cambridge, 2013), p. 

43, on the ‘Economy of Honour’. See also Goldsmith, p. 90 and P. Silber, ‘Gold and its Significance in 

Beowulf’, Annuale Mediaevale 18 (1977), 5-19 (p. 13). 
17 Goldsmith, p. 81. 
18 Leisi, p. 174. Malcolm Godden argues that in later Old English literature wealth ceases to be associated with 

worth (M. Godden, ‘Money, Power and Morality in Late Anglo-Saxon England’, ASE 19 [1990], 41-65 [p. 58]).  
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industry or interest; rather, ‘one is enriched exclusively as a result of extraordinary 

achievements, of having proved to the highest degree one’s value as a person.’19 Michael 

Cherniss reiterates Leisi’s point, arguing that for the Old English poet, ‘wealth is a useful and 

convenient device for presenting abstract qualities of moral goodness in a concrete and 

external form in his characters.’20 Cherniss moreover asserts that ‘this heroic concept of 

treasure as the symbol of merit and virtue is pre-Christian.’21 His assertion raises an issue that 

must be addressed: if the ‘veneration of riches’ inherent in Old English heroic poetry ‘runs 

directly counter to Christian tradition’,22 can this literature be a reliable guide to the values of 

Christian Anglo-Saxons? It must next be considered how literary and material sources relate 

to one another, and whether one offers an accurate reflection of the other.  

 Beowulf contains probably the greatest concentration of descriptions of material 

wealth in Old English and describes a culture not too distantly removed from Anglo-Saxon 

England: characters from Beowulf famously appear in Anglo-Saxon genealogies, 

demonstrating that, historical reality aside, certain Anglo-Saxons understood themselves as 

the descendants of great Scandinavian warriors such as Scyld Scefing. As such, the poem 

could be seen – to some extent – as a guide to the material culture of the poet’s day. Scholars 

have long believed that Beowulf reflects material culture, though opinions differ as to whether 

the archaeology of Scandinavia or England more accurately matches the artefacts described 

in the poem.23 The Sutton Hoo ship burial offers the most attractive archaeological parallel, 

                                                 
19 Leisi, p. 174. See further M. Cherniss, Ingeld and Christ: Heroic Concepts and Values in Old English 

Christian Poetry (The Hague, 1972), p. 79; and, more recently, R. Naismith, ‘The Economy of Beowulf’, in Old 

English Philology: Studies in Honour of R. D. Fulk, ed. L. Neidorf, R. J. Pascual and T. A. Shippey, Anglo-

Saxon Studies 31 (Cambridge, 2015), pp. 371-91 (pp. 373-76). 
20 Cherniss, pp. 100-01. See also E. I. Condren, ‘Unnyt Gold in Beowulf 3168’, PQ 52 (1973), 296-99 (p. 298) 

on the dragon’s hoard at the end of Beowulf as ‘a palpable symbol of Beowulf’s excellence.’ 
21 Cherniss, p. 99. 
22 Cherniss, p. 100. 
23 For a critique of the traditional view that the artefacts in Beowulf reflect Scandinavian archaeology, 

specifically the Swedish Vendel finds, and the argument that English archaeology provides a just as good, if not 

better, match, see Beowulf: An Introduction to the Study of the Poem with a Discussion of the Stories of Offa 

and Finn, ed. R. W. Chambers, with a supplement by C. L. Wrenn, 3rd ed. (Cambridge, 1959), pp. 345-65 (see 
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as it appears to mirror nearly exactly the funeral of Scyld Scefing at the very opening of 

Beowulf, the only significant difference being that the Sutton Hoo ship did not make its way 

out to sea.24 However, Roberta Frank warns against attempts to coerce poem and burial to 

reflect one another.25 She sees no reason why the material culture of Beowulf should 

necessarily reflect that of the poet’s own day, maintaining that the poem is ‘a work of the 

imagination’, and that its material culture ‘is the conventional apparatus of heroic poetry’.26 

However, many critics offer some sort of qualified assertion that Beowulf offers a version, 

perhaps distorted, of the poet’s own times. Leisi holds that it is unlikely the values attached to 

treasure in heroic poetry have no grounding in reality, given their wide and coherent use in 

the literature; however, he acknowledges that while traces of this system may have survived 

in the real world, by the seventh century, wealth had largely lost its association with honour 

and had become an ‘ethically indifferent instrument.’27 More recently, T. A. Shippey, for 

example, suggests that if Beowulf does not represent accurate history, it could at least 

‘preserve memories’.28 Chris Wickham puts Beowulf forward as a text which reflects the 

‘small-scale militarism’ of the early part of the period, in which ‘loyalty and heroism, and 

royal hospitality and gift-giving’ are emphasised as central.29 Rory Naismith argues that in 

Anglo-Saxon England, elite identity ‘was expressed through a formalized and in many ways 

archaic set of customs comparable to those of Beowulf’, finding evidence to suggest that in 

royal diplomas of the period, land transactions are presented in terms of gift-giving, even 

                                                 
especially pp. 348-52 on the alleged five points of special resemblance between Beowulf and Scandinavian 

archaeology).  
24 See Beowulf, ll. 26-52. On the similarity between Scyld’s funeral and the Sutton Hoo ship burial, see G. R. 

Owen-Crocker, The Four Funerals in Beowulf and the Structure of the Poem (Manchester; New York, 2000), 

pp. 29-34; she notes that while there seems to be some factual basis to Scyld’s funeral, the poet, as in the cases 

of the other funerals in the poem, imaginatively develops his description from this factual starting point (p. 34).  
25 R. Frank, ‘Beowulf and Sutton Hoo: The Odd Couple’, in Voyage to the Other World: The Legacy of Sutton 

Hoo, ed. C. B. Kendall and P. S. Wells (Minneapolis, 1992), pp. 47-64 (p. 58). 
26 Frank, ‘Beowulf and Sutton Hoo’, p. 53. 
27 Leisi, pp. 179-80. 
28 T. A. Shippey, ‘Names in Beowulf and Anglo-Saxon England’, in The Dating of Beowulf: A Reassessment, 

ed. L. Neidorf (Cambridge, 2014), pp. 58-78 (p. 77).  
29 C. Wickham, The Inheritance of Rome: A History of Europe from 400-1000 (London, 2009), p. 159. 
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when a recompense is given; this return is also thought of as a gift.30 Barbara Raw holds that, 

while the artefacts of the poem are unlikely to reflect the exact material culture of the poet’s 

day, in his ‘casual passing references’ he is unlikely to consciously recreate items from the 

past; therefore, she argues, some of the poet’s ‘implications’ and ‘assumptions’ surrounding 

the artefacts could reflect his own time. These critical responses to the relationship between 

Beowulf and historical reality tend towards an emphasis not on the actual appearance of the 

poem’s artefacts, its swords, helmets and byrnies, as compared with archaeological finds, but 

the values associated with them: while the artefacts themselves may no longer circulate freely 

in Anglo-Saxon England, these values were perhaps more durable.  

 While it may seem unsurprising that Beowulf cannot be relied upon as a guide to the 

material culture of Anglo-Saxon England, set as it is in a period of ancestral memory, even 

archaeological finds themselves are not necessarily accurate representations of the reality of 

material culture in the period. Martin Carver argues that ‘Sutton Hoo is not the reality behind 

Beowulf because it too is a work of literature’: he sees the grave goods of Sutton Hoo, and 

other burials, as assemblages that may not clearly represent the historical period in which 

they were created, but rather the wishes of a certain group of people on a certain day.31 

Though both Sutton Hoo and Beowulf  may be unreliable guides when it comes to the current 

state of material culture at their exact dates of composition, the arguments of literary critics, 

historians and archaeologists show that both burial and poem can shed some light on what 

associations or values were attached to treasure. The object of this thesis being literary, rather 

than historical or archaeological, the way that Anglo-Saxons thought and felt about treasure is 

                                                 
30 Naismith, ‘Economy of Beowulf’, pp. 376-79.  
31 M. Carver, ‘Reading Anglo-Saxon Graves’, in The Kemble Lectures on Anglo-Saxon Studies, 2005-2008, ed. 

A. Jorgensen, H. Conrad-O’Briain and J. Scattergood (Dublin, 2009), pp. 81-102 (p. 92); see also M. Carver, 

‘Burial as Poetry: The Context of Treasure in Anglo-Saxon Graves’, in Treasure in the Medieval West, ed. 

Tyler, pp. 25-48.  
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of far greater importance in the present context than exactly which treasures would have been 

familiar on a day-to-day basis.  

 

Funerary Deposits 

Items found in graves, such as Sutton Hoo, can offer a range of insights into Anglo-Saxon 

attitudes treasure. It is worth assessing some of these associations in turn and considering 

how they relate to the literary evidence.  

 Firstly, the placement of precious items in a grave could indicate that these treasures 

represent the deceased’s personal standing. This is how Cherniss interprets both literary and 

actual graves, arguing that, in both cases, the treasures are not to be used in the next world, 

but are rather symbols of worth earned in this life.32 Heinrich Härke moreover suggests that 

weapons in burials can represent status and lineage:  

 

An Anglo-Saxon inhumation was furnished with weapons not because it was the 

burial of an individual warrior – it was furnished with weapons in order to display the 

status of a family which was of Germanic descent and whose status was also linked to 

greater disposable wealth.33 

 

This association between treasures and human worth, observable in the literature and possibly 

reflected in the material culture of burials such as Sutton Hoo, evokes a world before 

commerce and trade, in which items of value are circulated as gifts: it is tempting to believe 

that the high-status weapons of the Sutton Hoo ship burial are parallel to the ‘luftacen’ (‘love-

tokens’) that Hrothgar predicts will flow between the Geats and Danes after Beowulf’s 

intervention at Heorot (Beowulf 1863a).34 Certainly, Wickham asserts that it is far more likely 

that the Byzantine silver dish from Sutton Hoo ‘reached Suffolk as a result of diplomatic 

                                                 
32 Cherniss, p. 85. See also Leisi, p. 182. 
33 H. Härke, ‘Changing Symbols in a Changing Society: The Anglo-Saxon Weapon Burial in the Seventh 

Century’, in The Age of Sutton Hoo: The Seventh-Century in North-Western Europe, ed. M. Carver 

(Woodbridge, 1992), pp. 149-65 (p. 155).  
34 All quotations from Beowulf are taken from Klaeber’s Beowulf and the Fight at Finnsburg, ed. R. D. Fulk, R. 

E. Bjork and J. D. Niles, 4th ed. (Toronto; London, 2008); henceforth referred to as KIV.  
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gifts, or of a chain of such gifts, than any sort of long-distance commerce.’35 Frank, on the 

other hand, argues that such objects should be thought of in terms of ‘European maritime 

culture’.36 By the late ninth-century, when the traveller Ohthere crosses the sea and visits 

King Alfred, he brings not luftacen of wunden gold (‘wound gold’), but walrus tusks: the 

products of trade.37 

 The Old English literary record offers several analogues to the rich funeral gifts of 

Sutton Hoo, perhaps most famously in the several funerals of Beowulf, but also at the end of 

the Seafarer. Here, the dead man, or perhaps, rather, his brother, overly attached to material 

wealth, is contrasted with the pious mariner, who cuts himself adrift from material luxuries 

even while still living: 

 

 Þeah þe græf wille   golde stregan 

broþor his geborenum,   brygan be deadum 

maþmum mislicum    þæt hine mid wille,  

ne mæg þære sawle   þe biþ synna ful 

gold to geoce    for Godes egsan, 

þonne he hit ær hydeð   þenden he her leofað.38 

(The Seafarer ll. 97-102) 

 

(Though a brother might wish to strew the grave of his sibling with gold, to bury with 

the dead one as various treasures that which he wants to go with him, that which he 

previously hid when he lived here, gold cannot be a help for the soul that is full of 

sins, before the terror of God.) 

 

John F. Vickrey argues that in this passage we can read the traces of a pre-Christian belief 

that one’s possessions are animate; however, the poem refutes this idea, he suggests, in 

favour of the Christian emphasis on renunciation: ‘whereas the language of animism takes 

gold to be literally alive and in effect immortal, the language of Christianity reduces it to 

                                                 
35 Wickham, p. 228. 
36 Frank, ‘Beowulf and Sutton Hoo’, p. 57. For Frank’s opinion on the dating of Beowulf, see R. Frank, ‘A 

Scandal in Toronto: The Dating of “Beowulf” a Quarter Century On’, Speculum 82 (2007), 843-64.  
37 The Old English Orosius, ed. J. M. Bately, EETS s.s. 6 (London, 1980), p. 14, l. 32-p. 15, l. 1. The phrase 

wunden gold appears referring to a gift, or gold offered as a gift, in Genesis A l. 2128b; Daniel l. 672a; and 

Beowulf ll. 1193b and 1381a (‘wundnan’ in 1381a: MS reads ‘wun / dini or -dmi’ [KIV, p. 48]).  
38 All quotations from Old English poetry are taken from ASPR unless otherwise specified.  
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mere personification whose “mortality” is subsumed in that of molde [‘earth’]’.39 The desire 

to bury gold with one’s relations, which, as in the case of the Sutton Hoo ship burial, 

continued even after the conversion, could be related to a belief in animism; in any case, there 

seems to be a sense, in funerary and non-funerary deposits, that treasure could somehow offer 

a link between the living and the dead, the present world and the next.  

 

 Other Deposits 

According to Lotte Hedeager, rich burials like Sutton Hoo were very common in Northern 

Europe during the Early and Late Roman Iron Age (0/50 BC – 350/400 AD).40 However, in 

the Early Germanic Iron Age (350/400 AD – 520/550 AD), hoard deposits dominate, with 

grave deposits fewer and less rich; while hoards of this period contain goods such as neck, 

arm and finger rings, ‘hacksilver and hackgold, bars, coins, bracteates, brooches and beads of 

both gold and glass’, graves contain ‘mostly brooches, pottery, knives, combs and beads of 

clay or glass.’41 Hedeager finds three different categories for these hoards: religious offerings, 

in which the items are methodically arranged;42 secular hoards for safe-keeping, in which the 

items are random; and personal offerings which ‘reflect the wealth of the individual’, for use 

in the next life.43 Interpreting the transition from funerary investment to hoard deposit, 

Hedeager proposes: ‘A common ritual background might be hidden here, with only the form 

of deposition changing.’44 This hypothesis supports the claim that, for the Iron-Age tribes of 

                                                 
39 J. F. Vickrey, ‘The Seafarer 97-102: Dives and the Burial of Treasure’, JEGP 94 (1995), 19-30 (pp. 22 and 

29). See this article for the translation of lines 98b-99 (especially p. 25).  
40 L. Hedeager, Iron-Age Societies: From Tribe to State in Northern Europe, 500 BC to AD 700, trans. J. Hines 

(Oxford, 1992), pp. 67 and 69-70. On the chronology of the different Scandinavian Iron-Age periods, see pp. 

12-13. 
41 Hedeager, p. 68. The period after this, the Late Germanic Iron Age (520/550AD – 700 AD), sees a decline in 

all ritual investment, grave and hoard alike (p. 69).  
42 On such ritual deposits, such as the bog deposits at Nydam, Ejsbøl and Illerup, see further G. Halsall, 

Barbarian Migrations and the Roman West 376-568 (Cambridge, 2007), p. 129. 
43 Hedeager, pp. 74-76.  
44 Hedeager, p. 74. 
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Northern Europe at least, treasure is inherently linked with the other-world, whether this is 

the world of the dead, the gods, or both.  

 The Iron-Age practice of burying one’s personal wealth in the ground to both keep it 

safe on earth and make it available in the afterlife depends upon this assumption that treasure 

has an otherworldly connection. Hedeager observes: ‘By preserving their negotiable currency 

(or at least some of it) in the earth, people managed both to have a more secure hiding place 

than a chest or bed, and at the same time to have secured their valuables for the life 

hereafter.’45 This act is curiously similar to the Christian belief in storing up treasure in 

heaven through almsgiving: both involve a renunciation of earthly goods in the present 

moment, with the assurance that this renunciation will be recompensed after death.46  

 Kevin Leahy and Roger Bland suggest that the recently-discovered Staffordshire 

Hoard may represent a ritual deposit; equally, though, they raise the possibility that it was a 

‘trophy hoard’, that is, ‘material collected from vanquished enemies’.47 The latter 

interpretation is consistent with Webster’s interpretation of the hoard as a ‘hasty deposit’.48 

The ‘trophy hoard’ argument fits with the intensely military nature of the artefacts; as 

Webster observes: ‘Most of the objects consist of damaged prestige metalwork connected 

with fighting, such as sword and seax fittings, helmet fragments, and saddle decorations.’49 

The military context of the Staffordshire Hoard, which, according to Webster, represents the 

largest known ‘collection of Anglo-Saxon gold and silver artefacts, consisting of over 5 kilos 

of gold and nearly 1.5 kilos of silver’, supports the association between fabulously rich 

                                                 
45 Hedeager, p. 77.  
46 See Vickrey, ‘Seafarer 97-102’, p. 24.  
47 K. Leahy and R. Bland, The Staffordshire Hoard, 2nd ed. (London, 2014), pp. 11-12. The deposit can be dated 

to the mid-seventh century (Leahy and Bland, p. 11; and L. Webster, ‘Imagining Identities: The Case of the 

Staffordshire Hoard’, in Anglo-Saxon England and the Visual Imagination, ed. S. S. Klein, J. Wilcox and J. D. 

Niles [Tempe, AZ, 2016], pp. 25-48 [pp. 28-29]). 
48 Webster, ‘Imagining Identities’, p. 30.  
49 Webster, ‘Imagining Identities’, p. 28.  
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treasures and the battlefield that is observable in the literature of the period.50 Wickham 

maintains that the aristocracies of the post-Roman early medieval period were characterised 

by militarisation, contrasting with the traditional values of the Roman élite; aristocratic dress, 

in fact, drew upon the military outfits of the Roman period, resulting in particular emphasis 

on gold and jewellery.51 These fine accoutrements could very easily end up as plunder, as is 

perhaps the case for the contents of the Staffordshire Hoard. J. M. Wallace-Hadrill holds that 

in societies such as those of the Lombards, Merovingians and Carolingians, while gold may 

have been acknowledged as an instrument of commerce, its true purpose was still felt to be 

rooted in the plunder and gift-distribution cycle.52 He refers to the persistence of a belief in 

the Carolingian period that ‘the proper way for kings to replenish their treasure-hoards was 

by plunder raids outside their own territories’, and that these raids were still pursued, even if 

their small yields meant that the Carolingian kings had to rely upon tax to fill the royal 

coffers.53 The translator of the Old English Orosius, a text associated with Alfred’s reign, 

evidently understood the importance of treasure in a military context. As Godden notes, the 

translator describes how, as his enemies plot against him, Julius Caesar breaks into the 

Roman ‘maðmhus’ (‘treasury’) and distributes the unbelievable amount of money to his 

army; the Old English is a transformation of the more negative account in the Latin, which 

implies that Caesar took the money for himself.54 The Old English version focuses on 

Caesar’s rightful distribution of wealth in a military context.  

 Patricia Silber argues, from a literary angle, that the military associations of treasure 

represent a dark side to gold which is ominously hinted at in the first half of Beowulf and 

                                                 
50 Webster, ‘Imagining Identities’, p. 27. Leahy and Bland also comment on the rich ornamentation on such 

military items as the numerous pommel caps and hilt plates, many of which feature garnet inlays (p. 28).  
51 Wickham, pp. 105-06 and 189.  
52 J. M. Wallace-Hadrill, The Barbarian West, 400-1000, 4th ed. (Oxford, 1985), pp. 60, 78 and 112.  
53 Wallace-Hadrill, Barbarian West, p. 78. On plunder in Anglo-Saxon England, see Mayr-Harting, pp. 19-20.  
54 Old English Orosius, ed. Bately, p. 126, ll. 24-26. Godden argues that the translator was drawing here on a 

glossed manuscript for this emendation, though the gloss in St Gall 521 is by no means identical, expressing 

surprise that the senate did not use this money to pay for forces to oppose Caesar (M. Godden, ‘The Old English 

Orosius and its Sources’, Anglia 129 [2011], 297-320 [pp. 308-09]).  
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fully expounded upon in the latter.55 She maintains that the poet is aware from the start that 

gold carries ‘the seeds of death and destruction’.56 However, this attitude appears at odds with 

the praise that the Beowulf-poet lavishes upon Scyld Scefing, the warlord, at the very opening 

of the poem, who forces all neighbouring tribes to pay tribute to him (Beowulf 9-11a). 

Moreover, as Wickham points out, Felix’s Vita of Guthlac, set in the 690s and written in the 

730s, portrays a society in which ‘it was possible to be a small-scale independent freebooter, 

and to get credit for it, in that Felix writes it up with some enthusiasm.’57 Indeed, the 

intersection between blood, treasure and power has deep roots in Germanic languages such as 

Old English. The formula gomban gyldan (‘pay tribute’) occurs only in Beowulf (11a) and 

Genesis A (1978a), arguably two of the earliest Old English poems; these are also the only 

occurrences of gombe in the extant corpus.58 As this collocation also appears in The Heliand 

(355), Leonard Neidorf holds that ‘the formula is a common inheritance of West Germanic 

poetic tradition’.59 Contrary to Silber’s opinion, it appears that Anglo-Saxons, at least in this 

early period, were comfortable with the bloody side of gold.  

 

 Christian Treasures 

In amongst the costly trappings of military equipment, however, the Staffordshire Hoard 

contains equally rich items of religious significance. Webster lists ‘three certain crosses and 

one cross arm’ and other fittings with ‘explicitly Christian motifs in their decoration’, 

                                                 
55 Silber, pp. 13-16. See also Goldsmith: ‘The spiritual danger inherent in accumulated wealth is a major theme 

in the latter part of the poem’ (p. 90).  
56 Silber, p. 16. 
57 Wickham, p. 159. See Felix’s Life of St Guthlac, ed. and trans. B. Colgrave (Cambridge, 1956), cc. 16-18, pp. 

80-81; here, Felix refers to the young Guthlac’s ‘egregius dominandi amor’ (c. 16) (‘noble desire for command’) 

and the ‘inmensas praedas’ (c. 17) (‘immense booty’) he gathers, a third of which he nonetheless returns to its 

previous owners.  
58 For more on the dating of these poems, see Chapter One.  
59 The Old Saxon words are gambra and gelden (L. Neidorf, ‘Lexical Evidence for the Relative Chronology of 

Old English Poetry’, SELIM 20 [2013-14], 7-48 [p. 14]; see also D. Cronan, ‘Poetic Words, Conservatism and 

the Dating of Old English Poetry’, ASE 33 [2004], 23-50 [p. 29]).  



14 

 

 

drawing parallels with the contemporary Dynham pommel and Benty Grange helmet.60 The 

cross arm, which Webster argues would have been attached to a portable shrine, is inscribed 

with words from Numbers 10.35: ‘surge Domini et dissipentur inimici tui et fugiant qui 

oderunt te a facie tua’ (‘rise up Lord and let your enemies be scattered and let those who hate 

you flee from your face’); these crosses could have been carried into battle by priests to 

indicate Christ’s presence amongst the warriors.61 The presence of explicitly religious items, 

even excerpts of biblical texts, in this context of plunder and treasure may appear 

incongruous. However, as Webster shows, items such as the large processional cross, which 

features traditional Anglo-Saxon zoomorphic imagery, represent the ‘transfer of visual 

metaphors from secular to sacred’;62 the inscribed cross arm, equally, represents the 

appropriation of costly treasures, so prevalent in both early vernacular literature and Anglo-

Saxon secular material culture, for religious purposes. A recent find from Lincolnshire 

reveals a similar effort to accommodate a Latinate, religious text in an Anglo-Saxon context. 

John Hines has shown that the runic inscription on the Honington clip, found by a metal-

detectorist in 2011, is very close to the Old English translation of the Benedicite canticle 

found in both Daniel and Azarias, and that this short piece of verse should be understood in 

an ecclesiastical, specifically liturgical, context.63 He hypothesises that the clip itself is ‘what 

survives of an object used in liturgical ritual’.64 The Latin words have not only been 

translated into Old English but moreover transliterated into runic characters, and inscribed 

                                                 
60 Webster, ‘Imagining Identities’, p. 39.  
61 Webster, ‘Imagining Identities’, pp. 40-42; Webster notes that the same phrase on the cross arm occurs with 

slightly different wording in Ps. 67.2 (p. 40).  
62 Webster, ‘Imagining Identities’, p. 40. See also L. Webster, ‘Anglo-Saxon Art: Tradition and 

Transformation’, in Transformation in Anglo-Saxon Culture: Toller Lectures on Art, Archaeology and Text, ed. 

C. Insley and G. Owen-Crocker (Oxford, 2017), pp. 23-46 (p. 27), on the adaptation of traditional styles for 

‘new ideas and media’; Webster offers the examples of the Ruthwell Cross (p. 37) and the Franks Casket (p. 

44).  
63 J. Hines, ‘The Benedicite Canticle in Old English Verse: An Early Runic Witness from Southern 

Lincolnshire’, Anglia 133 (2015), 257-77 (see p. 272 on the possible liturgical context). See also A. 

Bammesberger, ‘A Problematic Form in the Runic Inscription on the Honington Clip’, N&Q 63 (2016), 521-22.  
64 Hines, p. 272.  
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upon a base silver object: whatever the original purpose of the clip, the fact that it is silver 

makes it treasure.65 Artefacts such as the Honington clip and the cross-arm of the 

Staffordshire Hoard represent the rewriting of Latinate texts in the thoroughly Anglo-Saxon 

medium of treasure. Both the Staffordshire Hoard and the clip can be dated to the earlier part 

of the Anglo-Saxon period (the seventh and eighth centuries, respectively).66 This thesis will 

consider a similar rewriting in its analysis of wealth later in the period, in the late ninth- or 

early tenth-century Alfredian texts, which translate Latin source texts into a vernacular 

context, and will assess how these texts deal with wealth, which, as evinced by the treasures 

of Sutton Hoo and the Staffordshire Hoard, represents such a central aspect of traditional 

Anglo-Saxon culture. Webster comments that the ‘particular genius of Anglo-Saxon art’ was 

its preoccupation with ‘interpreting new ideas using traditional themes, and expressing them 

in entirely new ways.’67 These words could equally apply to the Alfredian translations, which 

interpret the ‘new ideas’ of their sources using ‘traditional’ language, with all the values that 

accompany this vernacular, the result being an ‘entirely new’ expression of the original idea. 

 

 Wealth in the Bible 

Love of treasure, then, represents a dominant aspect of the Anglo-Saxon world, preserved in 

the lavish grave-goods of Sutton Hoo and the more hastily assembled Staffordshire Hoard. As 

has been demonstrated, though, many such treasures bear the influence of another important 

facet of Anglo-Saxon culture: the sacred texts of Scripture. While material wealth in excess 

embodies honour and social status in the cultures of post-Roman Northern Europe, the 

scriptural and patristic writings which flooded the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms in the wake of the 

conversion bring a more problematic attitude towards wealth. By Gregory’s day, the Church 

                                                 
65 Hines, p. 257.  
66 Leahy and Bland, The Staffordshire Hoard, p. 11; Webster, ‘Imagining Identities’, pp. 28-29; and Hines, p. 

270.  
67 Webster, ‘Anglo-Saxon Art’, p. 44.  
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in Rome was flourishing, with its members drawn from all levels of society; indeed, as R. A. 

Markus observes, Gregory’s own family was wealthy, and ‘prominent’ in both ‘ecclesiastical 

and secular society’.68 Yet Christianity has far more humble beginnings: the earliest Christian 

preachers would have had few of the prosperous among their audiences.69 Later exegetes 

were faced with the difficulty of interpreting verses such as ‘facilius est enim camelum per 

foramen acus transire quam divitem intrare in regnum Dei’ (Luke 18.25) (‘For it is easier for 

a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of 

God’), at a time when Christianity was the religion of rich and poor alike.70 On the other 

hand, the books of the Old Testament are filled with examples of the temporal rewards that 

the Lord bestows upon his faithful servants, such as Solomon, who desired wisdom and 

received wealth also.71 Moreover, the language of both Old and New Testament books draws 

upon the imagery of wealth to convey precious qualities, be it the sapientia of Old Testament 

wisdom literature or the promised rewards of the Kingdom of God.72 This complex of 

scriptural and patristic attitudes towards wealth had a profound bearing upon Old English 

literature, sometimes complementing and sometimes problematising the native Anglo-Saxon 

appreciation of zoomorphic ornamentation, garnet-inlayed weaponry and wunden gold. 

 

                                                 
68 R. A. Markus, Gregory the Great and his World (Cambridge, 1997), p. 8.  
69 J. L. González, Faith and Wealth: A History of Early Christian Ideas on the Origin, Significance, and Use of 

Money (San Francisco; London, 1990), p. 78; see pp. 72-75 on the economic situation of first-century Palestine; 

on the economic background to the Gospels, see D. L. Mealand, Poverty and Expectation in the Gospels 

(London, 1980), pp. 2-11. Peter Brown argues that while in the early Church (second and third centuries) most 

Christians possessed moderate wealth, by the year 300, many rich and powerful Christians had joined the 

Church, meaning that there was a greater divide between the wealthiest and the poorest in the Christian 

community, which transformed attitudes towards charity and almsgiving (P. Brown, The Ransom of the Soul: 

Afterlife and Wealth in Early Western Christianity [Cambridge, MA, 2015], pp. 34-35, and 41-44).  
70 On this teaching, see Mealand, pp. 54-57. See also the parable of Dives and Lazarus (Luke 16.19-31) which 

shows the archetypal rich man (‘Dives’) receiving his punishments in hell for not sharing his wealth with 

Lazarus the beggar, and Luke 6.24: ‘vae vobis divitibus quia habetis consolationem vestram’ (‘woe to you that 

are rich, for you have your consolation’). All quotations from the Vulgate are from Biblia Sacra Iuxta Vulgatam 

Versionem, ed. R. Weber et al., 5th ed. (Stuttgart, 2007); all translations from the Vulgate are from The Vulgate 

Bible: Douay-Rheims Translation, ed. and trans. E. Swift and A. M. Kinney, 6 vols, Dumbarton Oaks Medieval 

Library 1, 4-5, 8, 13, 17 and 21 (Cambridge, MA; London, 2010-13).  
71 See 1 Kings 3.5-14.  
72 See, for example, Prov. 3.13-16 and Matt. 6.19-21. 
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 The Old Testament 

As Samuel L. Adams observes, while the Law of the Old Testament condemns oppression of 

the poor and the failure to assist those on the margins of society, ‘this material in the 

Pentateuch does not necessarily categorize financial holdings as inherently evil. In fact, many 

of the biblical narratives include material favors from God as part of the covenant blessing’.73 

Solomon’s gifts of wealth, mentioned above, must be understood in similar terms, as a just 

reward for the king’s righteous pursuit of wisdom. Indeed, it is often in the context of wisdom 

that Old Testament texts present wealth admirably:74 as the pairing of wealth and wisdom has 

great significance in the Alfredian context, it is worth considering how this association 

manifests in the Old Testament. On the literal level, certain Old Testament verses suggest that 

the combination of wealth and wisdom results in a life lived well: ‘utilior est sapientia cum 

divitiis et magis prodest videntibus solem’ (Eccles. 7.12) (‘Wisdom with riches is more 

profitable and bringeth more advantage to them that see the sun’).75 Similarly, Sandoval 

proposes that the association between wealth and wisdom in Proverbs implies that wealth 

‘must be properly ordered under the rubric, or within the framework, of wisdom’.76 Such 

pragmatic attitudes towards the balance of wealth and wisdom in lived experience recur in the 

Alfredian context, as will be explored in this thesis.  

 However, Craig L. Blomberg observes a tension in the wisdom literature of the Old 

Testament between the material rewards that God bestows upon the faithful and hardworking 

on the one hand,77 and, on the other, the suffering of the poor.78 Adams observes a similar 

                                                 
73 S. L. Adams, ‘Wealth and Poverty’, in The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Bible and Theology, ed. S. E. 

Balentine, 2 vols (Oxford, 2015), II, pp. 412-18 (p. 414). Adams gives the example of the material prosperity 

with which God blesses Abraham (see Gen. 12.1-4).  
74 Timothy J. Sandoval maintains that Proverbs, a wisdom book, engages with the imagery of wealth and 

poverty more than ‘any other book in the Hebrew Scriptures’ (T. J. Sandoval, The Discourse of Wealth and 

Poverty in the Book of Proverbs, Biblical Interpretation Series 77 [Leiden, 2006], p. 29). 
75 On this verse, see C. L. Blomberg, Neither Poverty nor Riches: A Biblical Theology of Possessions, New 

Studies in Biblical Theology 7 (Leicester, 1999), p. 62. 
76 Sandoval, p. 58. 
77 E.g. Prov. 13.21 and 21.5.  
78 Blomberg, p. 60. On this tension in Proverbs in particular, see Sandoval, pp. 31-32.  
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juxtaposition, whereby wealth in places functions as the reward for a virtuous life, and yet 

elsewhere is contrasted with wisdom, to demonstrate the superiority of the latter.79 Focussing 

on Proverbs, Sandoval proposes a theory to explain the association of wealth with wisdom, 

and the status of wealth as a reward for virtuous living, as in 3.16, on wisdom: ‘longitudo 

dierum in dextera eius in sinistra illius divitiae et gloria’ (‘Length of days is in her right hand, 

and in her left hand riches and glory’). He observes that ‘wealth imagery is a potent symbol 

of the desirable’, and often functions as a rhetorical device to express the value of wisdom; 

however, ‘the high rhetorical status of wealth is ultimately eclipsed or superseded by the 

image of wisdom’.80 Sandoval argues that this rhetorical image is so successful because 

wealth, unlike money, implies an unattainable excess and so ‘must always be pursued’; the 

‘association of wealth with wisdom perpetually motivates the quest for wisdom.’81 

Sandoval’s argument has an important bearing on the analysis of words for wealth in the 

Alfredian texts, as the Alfredian authors often employ ambiguous words for wealth, rather 

than specific terms referring to money or treasure.  

 In spite of these positive associations with wisdom and just rewards, Old Testament 

texts also show an awareness of the transience of wealth, as in Proverbs 23.5: ‘ne erigas 

oculos tuos ad opes quas habere non potes quia facient sibi pinnas quasi aquilae et avolabunt 

in caelum’ (‘Lift not up thy eyes to riches which thou canst not have, because they shall make 

themselves wings like those of an eagle and shall fly towards heaven’).82 In the Psalms 

especially, there is a close association between poverty and piety: as Christopher M. Hays 

notes, the poor in the Psalms are ‘ciphers for righteous people’ and a ‘rhetorical foil to the 

                                                 
79 E.g. Prov. 3.13-16 and Wisdom 8.5; Adams, p. 415.  
80 Sandoval, pp. 57-59.  
81 Sandoval, p. 59.  
82 See Blomberg, pp. 60-61. It is worth noting that this injunction is against ‘opes quas habere non potes’ 

(‘riches which thou canst not have’), rather than riches in general; similarly qualified injunctions against the 

desire for or possession of wealth occur in the Alfredian corpus, as we shall see. 
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wicked rich’.83 Between the opposing poles of the glorious riches of sapientia and the 

‘wicked rich’, there is also a balanced view towards wealth, an attitude based not on 

rhetorical emphasis but rather the actual experience of wealth in real life: ‘vanitatem et verba 

mendacia longe fac a me / mendicitatem et divitias ne dederis mihi tribue tantum victui meo 

necessaria’ (Proverbs 30.8 ) (‘Remove far from me vanity and lying words. Give me neither 

beggary, nor riches; give me only the necessaries of life’). As Blomberg says of the Old 

Testament: ‘Neither the amassing of riches nor their lack is seen as a necessary good (or 

evil)’.84 This note of moderation, present in the Old Testament though sometimes 

overshadowed by the more dramatic rhetorical verses, resonates with the Alfredian 

translations, in which moderation, along with wisdom, is central to good living.  

 

 The New Testament 

If the Old Testament represents a conflict between rich, material rewards from God and 

injunctions to lighten the burden of the poor, the New Testament appears to unambiguously 

reflect the needs of the weakest in society; in Blomberg’s words, ‘there is a clear emphasis in 

Jesus’ ministry and teaching on meeting the needs of the outcasts and have-nots of his 

world.’85 The Gospels, especially, are full of condemnations of the wicked and foolish rich,  

alongside assurances of the just recompense that awaits the poor.86 The belief that the poor 

will be deservedly enriched after death, and the wealthy justly impoverished, is embodied in a 

Lucan beatitude: ‘beati pauperes quia vestrum est regnum Dei’ (Luke 6.20) (‘Blessed are ye 

poor, for yours is the kingdom of God’) and a woe: ‘vae vobis divitibus quia habetis 

consolationem vestram’ (Luke 6.24) (‘woe to you that are rich, for you have your 

consolation’). As Mealand maintains, the ‘woes’ ‘express a theology of eschatological 

                                                 
83 C. M. Hays, Luke’s Wealth Ethics: A Study in Their Coherence and Character (Tübingen, 2010), pp. 108-09. 
84 Blomberg, p. 82. 
85 Blomberg, p. 145. 
86 E.g., Mark 10.17-30 and Luke 6.20-24 and 16.19-31. See further Mealand, p. 1.  
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reversal’.87 The rich are punished simply for possessing riches, while the poor are honoured 

in heaven because they had none in this life. This ideology is apparent elsewhere in the 

Gospel of Luke, in the parable of Dives the rich man and Lazarus the beggar (Luke 16.19-

31).88 This parable is especially significant for a study of the Alfredian corpus, as it is directly 

referred to in two of the translations, the Old English Pastoral Care and the Soliloquies, and 

is perhaps alluded to in the Prose Psalms.89 As Mealand observes, the parable ‘seems to 

justify the poor man, and to condemn the rich man, simply because of their respective 

poverty and riches.’90 In the treatment of the parable in the Old English Pastoral Care, as 

shall be explored in Chapter Two, it is emphasised more heavily than in the Latin source, 

Gregory’s Regula Pastoralis, that Dives is at fault because of his immoderate use of his 

wealth: it seems that for the Old English translator, possessing moderate riches is no bad 

thing. 

 While these harsh condemnations against wealth imply that to possess any wealth is 

to exclude oneself from the worship of Christ,91 the New Testament also features sayings and 

images which preserve a more tolerant or even positive attitude to wealth, if only, as in the 

                                                 
87 Mealand, p. 45; Mealand speculatively dates the ‘woes’ to the period of the Palestinian famine (c. 47-48 AD) 

(p. 46). Hays contrasts the Lucan version of the ‘beati pauperes’ beatitude with the version in Matthew, which 

reads ‘beati pauperes spiritu quoniam ipsorum est regnum caelorum’ (Matt. 5.3) (‘Blessed are the poor in spirit, 

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven’) (emphasis added); he argues that in the Lucan version the ‘spiritu’ is 

omitted ‘to avoid any implication that economic poverty is secondary to spiritual humility’ (p. 109). While this 

eschatological ideology receives fullest expression in the Gospels, the foundations of this New Testament 

discourse can be found in the early Judaic traditions (Adams, p. 416).  
88 González, p. 76; González maintains that the ‘core’ of the parable, at least, is older than Luke’s Gospel.  
89 See Pastoral Care 309.2-11 and 337.23-339.6, Soliloquies 95.4-21 and Ps(P) 48.7. Quotations from and 

references to the Pastoral Care and its prefaces and epilogue are from the Hatton MS as printed in King Alfred’s 

West-Saxon Version of Gregory’s Pastoral Care, ed. and trans. H. Sweet, Parts 1 and 2, EETS 45 and 50, o.s. 

(London, 1871-72), with parenthetical references to page and line number(s) (for more information on the 

different manuscripts of the Pastoral Care, see Chapter Two); quotations from and references to the Soliloquies 

and its preface are from King Alfred’s Version of St. Augustine’s Soliloquies, ed. T. A. Carnicelli (Cambridge, 

MA, 1969), with parenthetical references to page and line number(s); quotations from and references to the 

Prose Psalms are from King Alfred’s Old English Prose Translation of the First Fifty Psalms, ed. P. P. O’Neill, 

Medieval Academy Books 104 (Cambridge, MA, 2001), with reference to Old English psalm and verse(s).  
90 Mealand, p. 46; see also Hays, p. 156. Blomberg, however, argues that there are clues within the parable that 

not all the rich are to be condemned; for example, the presence of Abraham, who was known to be rich (p. 123). 
91 See further Luke 14.33 ‘Sic ergo omnis ex vobis qui non renuntiat omnibus quae possidet / non potest meus 

esse discipulus’ (‘So likewise every one of you that doth not renounce all that he possesseth cannot be my 

disciple’).  
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Old Testament, as a representation of value.92 The images of material wealth can represent 

the rewards of the next life, as in Jesus’s well-known command:  

 

(19) nolite thesaurizare vobis thesauros in terra / ubi erugo et tinea demolitur / ubi 

fures effodiunt et furantur (20) Thesaurizate autem vobis thesauros in caelo / ubi 

neque erugo neque tinea demolitur / et ubi fures non effodiunt nec furantur (21) ubi 

enim est thesaurus tuus ibi est et cor tuum. (Matthew 6.19-21) 

 

([19] Lay not up to yourselves treasures on earth, where the rust and moth consume 

and where thieves break through and steal. [20] But lay up for yourselves treasures in 

heaven, where neither rust nor moth doth consume and where thieves do not break 

through nor steal. [21] For where thy treasure is, there is thy heart also.) 

 

The imagery of material wealth describes the unfathomable riches of God’s Kingdom: this 

rhetorical technique, a kind of which we have witnessed already in Vercelli Homily IX, will 

be seen again in several of the vernacular texts, poetry and prose, that will be covered in this 

thesis.93 The image of the heavenly treasury, untouched by rust, moth or thief, was perhaps 

the inspiration for the Old English transformation of Tinea, Symphosius’s three-line riddle on 

the bookworm, a possibility which has hitherto gone unnoticed.94 Riddle 47 describes the 

greedy bookworm, or moth, not only as a moððe (1a) (‘moth’) and wyrm (3a) (‘worm’), but 

also a ‘þeof in þystro’ (4a) (‘thief in the dark’) and a ‘stælgiest’ (5b) (‘thievish guest’): the 

riddle therefore covers two out of three of the potential threats to treasure in the biblical 

passage, tinea and fures. This reference to thieves, additional to Symphosius’s riddle, serves 

to frame the precious contents of the book as treasure, drawing a parallel between wealth and 

                                                 
92 See, for example, Jesus’s words to the rich young man, which imply that those who give up the things of this 

world will be rewarded in this life, as well as the next (Mark 10.29-30). 
93 For other examples of wealth or money imagery in the New Testament, see Matt. 13.44 and 25.14-30; Mark 

3.27 and 8.36-37; Luke 16.10-12. On the ‘language of commercial transactions’ in Mark 8.36-37, see Blomberg, 

p. 137.  
94 Though see now M. K. Foys, ‘The Undoing of Exeter Book Riddle 47: “Bookmoth”’, in Transitional States: 

Cultural Change, Tradition and Memory in Medieval England, ed. G. D. Caie and M. D. C. Drout (Tempe, AZ, 

forthcoming), on the collocation of moððe, fretan and þeof in both the riddle and the Lindisfarne Gospels gloss 

to Matthew; Foys has made the chapter available here: <https://hcommons.org/deposits/item/hc:10515/> 

(accessed 23.08.18) (see p. 13). For a comparison of the Latin and Old English riddles, see D. Bitterli, Say What 

I Am Called: The Old English Riddles of the Exeter Book and the Anglo-Latin Riddle Tradition (Toronto; 

London, 2009), pp. 191-92. See also M. Salvador-Bello, Isidorean Perceptions of Order: The Exeter Book 

Riddles and Medieval Latin Enigmata, Medieval European Studies 17 (Morgantown, W. VA, 2015), pp. 353-59.  
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wisdom which, later in this thesis, will be seen in numerous Alfredian examples. The echo of 

the biblical treasury, which is protected from moths and thieves, moreover, is perhaps a 

reminder that the riches of wisdom are akin to the heavenly treasury, and are thus far superior 

to earthly treasure – even if the books which contain wisdom are vulnerable to the same 

threats.  

 

 Gifts and Alms 

The Lucan version of the above passage from Matthew (Luke 12.33-34) emphasises, as the 

Matthean version only implies, that one gains treasure in heaven through almsgiving.95 For 

later Christian writers, almsgiving represented an attractive means of complying with Jesus’s 

call to renunciation, as one earns oneself treasure in heaven and yet avoids making oneself 

destitute.96 This way of thinking represents a shift that occurred in the early centuries of the 

Church, in which the point of almsgiving became not so much the need of the poor who 

received the alms, but the soul of the rich man who gave them away.97 As Brown maintains, 

while by the third century, ‘the gesture of giving had become miniaturized [...] the notion of 

the transfer of “treasure” to heaven by acts of mercy retained its otherworldly shimmer.’98 

That is to say, even in the case of small offerings, the act of almsgiving nonetheless had a 

connection with the treasure of heaven.  

The Christian call to almsgiving has much in common with the impulse to circulate 

wealth familiar from Old English heroic poetry: the dragonish Heremod is criticised by 

Hrothgar for refusing to distribute rings (Beowulf 1719b-20a), while good leaders are referred 

                                                 
95 Mealand, p. 52. Gary A. Anderson observes that the conceit of storing up a treasury in heaven also occurs in 

the Old Testament (G. A. Anderson, Charity: The Place of the Poor in the Biblical Tradition [New Haven; 

London, 2013], pp. 53-54).  
96 Clement of Alexandria’s Qui dives salvetur?, for example, attempts to reconcile earthly wealth and salvation; 

what matters, he argues, is not the renunciation of wealth, necessarily, but the renunciation of one’s attachment 

to it. He advises that one should live moderately and give the surplus to the poor (González, pp. 112-18).  
97 This emphasis on the soul of the giver occurs as early as the second century, in the Shepherd of Hermas, as 

well as in the third-century writings of Origen (González, pp. 97 and 118).  
98 Brown, p. 26.  
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to as sinces brytta (‘distributor of treasure’).99 However, there is much that differentiates the 

two acts of giving. In the Christian tradition of almsgiving, the alms themselves are worthless 

in their worldly form, and receive value only as the repayments that God will make to the 

giver in heaven. Meanwhile, the gifts of the literary world of Old English heroic poetry are 

valuable objects in their own right: in this tradition, the value of treasure lies in both its 

material worth and in the abstract qualities, such as honour or lineage, that it manifests. This 

contrast can be exemplified by comparing two different scenes of gift-giving. When 

Wealhtheow gives Beowulf the mighty neck-ring reminiscent of the ‘Brosinga mene’ 

(Beowulf 1199b) (‘necklace of the Brosings’), not only is the poet prompted to relate the 

subsequent exploits in which the neck-ring is involved (1202-14), but moreover, as she gives 

the gift, Wealhtheow enjoins Beowulf to remain loyal to her sons (1215-1231). The ring 

embodies the loyalty that she hopes will endure: it is far more than a valuable object.100 A 

contrasting episode can be found in the account of Oswald’s almsgiving in Bede’s Historia 

Ecclesiastica (HE III.6). In the Old English version (III.4), the king and his bishop are 

enjoying an Easter feast when they are interrupted with the news that the street outside is 

overflowing with beggars. The king orders a ‘micel seolfren disc’ (‘large silver dish’) to be 

broken ‘to styccum 7 þæm þearfum gedælde’ (‘to pieces and distributed to the needy’).101 

Unlike the magnificent neck-ring, the silver dish carries no significance in its own right, but 

is valued solely as a means to alleviate poverty. It can be literally smashed into pieces and 

retain its value. Christian and heroic gift-giving, therefore, are founded on fundamentally 

different principles.  

                                                 
99 See Beowulf ll. 607b, 1170a, 1922b and 2071a; and Genesis A ll. 1857b and 2728b; see further Chapter One.  
100 Similarly, Tyler notes that in the passage in which Hrothgar gives Beowulf gifts as a reward for defeating 

Grendel (Beowulf 1020-49), the poet combines his description of the treasure ‘with lines explaining the 

treasure’s lineage and significance’ (Old English Poetics, p. 9); these objects embody memories and meaning.  
101 The Old English Version of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, ed. and trans. T. Miller, 2 

vols, EETS o.s. 95-96 and 110-11 (London, 1890-98), I, p. 164, l. 31 and p. 166, l. 8. The account in the Latin 

version is much the same, except that the silver dish is not said to be large (Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the 

English People, ed. B. Colgrave and R. A. B. Mynors [Oxford, 1969], p. 230).  
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 However, as has already been examined in the case of artefacts such as the 

Staffordshire Hoard cross arm and the Honington clip, Christian ideas can be made to suit 

characteristically Anglo-Saxon mediums. The first verse of The Rune Poem provides an apt 

example: 

 

 F (feoh) byþ frofur   fira gehwylcum. 

 Sceal ðeah manna gehwylc   miclun hyt dælan 

 gif he wile for drihtne   domes hleotan. (ll. 1-3) 

 

(F (money) is a comfort to each man. However, each man must distribute much of it, 

if he desires to obtain glory before the Lord.) 

 

As Margaret Clunies Ross observes, this verse gives ‘Christian focus to a traditional social 

obligation to distribute wealth’.102 The poet transforms the heroic obligation to exchange gifts 

into the Christian almsgiving that benefits the soul of the giver. A similar transformation of 

the traditional obligation to give gifts, specifically, the king’s obligation, is achieved in the 

metrical preface to the Old English Dialogues. The preface names King Alfred not only as 

‘beahgifan’ (2.14) (‘ring-giver’) and ‘sincesbrytta’ (2.15) (‘distributor of treasure), but also as 

the source of the ‘bysene’ (2.14) (‘exemplar’) from which the copy of the translation was 

made.103 The bysen could, moreover, equally refer to Alfred as a model of behaviour, like the 

saints with which the translation is concerned.104 The poet of the preface takes the traditional 

conceit that a king gives treasure and accommodates within it Alfred’s gift of a book, making 

Alfred a giver of not only treasure, but wisdom.105 

                                                 
102 M. Clunies Ross, ‘The Anglo-Saxon and Norse Rune Poems: A Comparative Study’, ASE 19 (1990), 23-39 

(p. 29).  
103 Quotations from the Dialogues and its prefaces are from Bischofs Wærferth von Worcester Übersetzung der 

Dialoge Gregors des Grossen über das Leben und die Wunderthaten italienischer Väter und über die 

Unsterblichkeit der Seelen, ed. H. Hecht, Bibliothek der Angelsächsischen Prosa 5 (Leipzig, 1900). Quotations 

are from the C-text, unless otherwise specified; parenthetical references are to page and line number(s).  
104 See the use of bysen in this sense in 2.2 and 2.7.  
105 See S. Irvine, ‘The Alfredian Prefaces and Epilogues’, in A Companion to Alfred the Great, ed. N. G. 

Discenza and P. E. Szarmach, Brill’s Companions to the Christian Tradition 58 (Leiden, 2015), pp. 143-70 (p. 

152) on ‘the interplay between physical and spiritual treasure’ in the preface.  
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 The proliferation of numismatic scholarship on the coinage of Alfred’s reign has 

shown that Alfred was not only a pious, intellectual king handing out exemplars as gifts to his 

bishops; he also gave to his people the gift of a stable economy.106 Mark Blackburn observes 

that Alfred was quick to tackle the problem of coinage: ‘Within the first ten years of his reign 

he had undertaken two major recoinages and monetary reforms and had started expanding the 

network of mints.’107 Moreover, as Francis Leneghan has noted, the reports of Ohthere and 

Wulfstan in the Old English Orosius present Alfred ‘as a ruler intent on establishing lucrative 

new trade routes with the north and commanding the respect of wealthy foreign travellers.’108 

Alfred is depicting receiving walrus ivory, a symbol of wealth and, to judge from what are 

arguably Ohthere’s responses to apparently excised questions from the king, showing a close 

interest in the wealth of northern lands.109 Evidence of offering pieces struck in Alfred’s 

name demonstrate that the king was adept at transforming his material wealth into spiritual 

                                                 
106 Though Alfred initially continued to strike the debased Lunette-type coins used by Æthelred, and in fact 

continued to debase them, he later raised the weight standard (M. Blackburn, ‘The London Mint in the Reign of 

Alfred’, in Kings, Currency and Alliances: History and Coinage of Southern England in the Ninth Century, ed. 

M. Blackburn and D. N. Dumville [Woodbridge, 1998], pp. 105-23 [pp. 106-07]). On the possibility that 

Alfred’s coinage may have been used to express West Saxon supremacy over Mercia, see S. Keynes, ‘King 

Alfred and the Mercians’, in Kings, Currency and Alliances, ed. Blackburn and Dumville, pp. 1-45 (p. 16).  

Keynes notes that while Æthelred, the Ealdorman of Mercia, retained some independence under Alfred, ‘his 

powers did not extend to the minting of coins’, and that coins from this period minted in Alfred’s name at three 

important Mercian centres, Gloucester, Oxford and London, could represent or even ‘advertise’ Alfred’s 

‘assumption of power and his control of commerce in “English” Mercia after Ceolwulf’s demise’ (‘King Alfred 

and the Mercians’, pp. 29-30); see also Blackburn, ‘London Mint’, pp. 119-22. 
107 Blackburn, ‘London Mint’, p. 122. Elsewhere, Blackburn notes that while Alfred’s reforms played an 

important role in developing Anglo-Saxon coinage into the ‘highly sophisticated fiscal tool’ that it had become 

by the late tenth century, he stresses that this development began with the initiatives of Æthewulf’s reign, which 

were extended by Æthelberht and Æthelred, and built upon not only by Alfred, but also by his successors (M. 

Blackburn ‘Alfred’s Coinage Reforms in Context’, in Alfred the Great: Papers from the Eleventh-Centenary 

Conferences, ed. T. Reuter [Aldershot, 2003], pp. 199-217 [pp. 202-05]).  
108 F. Leneghan, ‘Translatio Imperii: The Old English Orosius and the Rise of Wessex’, Anglia 133 (2015), 656-

705 (pp. 676-77). See also L. Webster, ‘The Art of Alfred and His Times’, in A Companion to Alfred, ed. 

Discenza and Szarmach, pp. 47-81 (pp. 49-50). 
109 Old English Orosius, ed. Bately, p. 14, l. 30-p. 15, l. 20. On the excised questions, see C. E. Fell, ‘Some 

Questions of Language’, in Two Voyagers at the Court of King Alfred: The Ventures of Ohthere and Wulfstan 

together with the Description of Northern Europe from the Old English Orosius, ed. N. Lund, trans. C. E. Fell, 

with contributory essays by O. Crumlin-Pedersen, P. H. Sawyer and C. E. Fell (York, 1984), pp. 56-63 (pp. 56-

57); and A. Englert, ‘Ohthere’s Voyages Seen from a Nautical Angle’, in Ohthere’s Voyages: A Late 9th-

Century Account of Voyages Along the Coasts of Norway and Denmark and its Cultural Context, ed. J. M. 

Bately and A. Englert, Maritime Culture of the North 1 (Roskilde, 2007), pp. 117-29 (pp. 117-18).  
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currency.110 Through almsgiving, actual wealth could be transformed into heavenly rewards. 

As we shall see, a distinctive feature of Alfredian creative output is the transformation of 

material wealth into the spiritual riches of wisdom.  

 The overlap between wealth and wisdom, as in the metrical preface to the Dialogues, 

arguably reaches its most powerful expression in the Alfred Jewel, the highly valuable object 

which, if it is indeed the æstel mentioned in the prose preface to the Pastoral Care (9.1), 

would have accompanied a copy of that translation as a gift from king to bishop.111 As in the 

metrical preface to the Dialogues, Alfred gives both wealth and wisdom. Indeed, as well as 

accompanying the translation of the Pastoral Care, an embodiment of apparently royal 

wisdom, the case has been made that the figure on the jewel itself is a representation of 

wisdom, although personified Sight has also been suggested: D. R. Howlett suggests that the 

figure on the obverse of the jewel ‘represents Christ, the Wisdom and Word of God’, while 

the tree on the reverse ‘signifies Wisdom, the Tree of Life’, with the beast’s head of the 

terminal depicting ‘the perverted cunning of Satan’.112 The Alfred Jewel accommodates both 

                                                 
110 See no. 648, BMC xxii in J. J. North, English Hammered Coinage: Volume I, Early Anglo-Saxon to Henry 

III, c. 600-1272, 3rd rev. ed. (London, 1994), p. 126, which features Alfred’s name on the obverse and the letters 

‘ELI MO’ on the reverse, an abbreviation of ‘Elimosina’; see further R. Naismith, Money and Power in Anglo-

Saxon England: The Southern English Kingdoms 757-865 (Cambridge, 2012), p. 284; M. Dolley and C. E. 

Blunt, ‘The Chronology of the Coins of Ælfred the Great, 871-99’, in Anglo-Saxon Coins: Studies Presented to 

F. M. Stenton on the Occasion of his 80th Birthday, 17 May 1960, ed. M. Dolley (London, 1961), pp. 77-95 (pp. 

77-78); and P. Grierson and M. Blackburn, Medieval European Coinage, I: The Early Middle Ages (5th-10th 

Centuries) (Cambridge, 1986), p. 314. On Alfred’s almsgiving, see further Keynes, ‘King Alfred and the 

Mercians’, p. 22; and M. Dolley, ‘The So-Called Piedforts of Alfred the Great’, The Numismatic Chronicle, 6th 

ser., 14 (1954), 76-92 (pp. 81-90).  
111 For a detailed description of the Alfred Jewel, see D. A. Hinton, The Alfred Jewel and Other Late Anglo-

Saxon Decorated Metalwork (Oxford, 2008), pp. 12-17. On the identification of the æstel as an object such as 

the Alfred and Minster Lovell Jewels, see J. R. Clarke and D. A. Hinton, The Alfred and Minster Lovell Jewels, 

3rd ed. (Oxford, 1971), pp. 8-9; Hinton, pp. 24-29; and D. R. Howlett, ‘Alfred’s Æstel’, English Philological 

Studies 14 (1975), 65-74; for a different interpretation, see B. Harbert, ‘King Alfred’s æstel’, ASE 3 (1974), 103-

10, who argues that the word æstel refers to a piece of the true cross in a golden reliquary.  
112 D. R. Howlett, ‘The Iconography of the Alfred Jewel’, Oxoniensia 39 (1974), 44-52 (p. 44); in his 

identification of the obverse figure as Wisdom, Howlett draws upon the association between Wisdom and the 

flowering rod of Aaron, which resembles the rods held by the figure on the obverse of the Alfred Jewel (pp. 44-

46); see p. 46 on the Tree of Life; see further Gen. 2.9 and Prov. 3.18. For more on the symbolism of wisdom in 

the jewel, see C. E. Karkov, The Ruler Portraits of Anglo-Saxon England, Anglo-Saxon Studies 3 (Woodbridge, 

2004), pp. 28-34; Karkov includes both wisdom and wealth as qualities which are manifest in the Alfred Jewel, 

and which, she argues, Alfred understood as necessary for both secular and religious leaders (p. 32). On the 

figure as a symbol of sight, see E. Bakka, ‘The Alfred Jewel and Sight’, The Antiquaries Journal 46 (1966), 

277-82 and Hinton, p. 21. 
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the traditional belief in the king as treasure-giver and the contemporary state of affairs in 

which the king was presented as responsible not only for his people’s material wellbeing, but 

for their wisdom.113   

 

 The Alfredian Corpus 

This thesis will examine the confrontation between traditional Anglo-Saxon and Christian 

attitudes towards wealth in the translations associated with Alfred the Great. The 

methodology employed to this end is a combination of word study and comparative readings. 

The first chapter will assess the vocabulary of wealth in vernacular poetry which, on 

linguistic and metrical grounds, can be dated prior to or contemporary with Alfred’s reign. 

This chapter will consider two groups of poetry: firstly, early heroic verse, represented by 

Beowulf, Genesis A, Exodus, and Daniel and secondly, early religious verse, represented by 

the signed works of Cynewulf (Fates of the Apostles, Elene, Christ B and Juliana) and The 

Phoenix. This analysis will form the foundations of subsequent analysis of the vocabulary of 

wealth in the Alfredian corpus, as the Alfredian corpus has been shown to build upon and 

adapt the lexis of early heroic poetry.114 My assessment of the vocabulary of wealth, 

especially in the examples from verse, is informed by and supplements Tyler’s 

comprehensive account of five words for treasure in Old English poetry: maðm, hord, 

gestreon, sinc and frætwe.115 Tyler observes: ‘The representation of treasure in Old English 

poetry emerges not only as fixed, and thus conventional, but also archaic – that is, rooted in a 

world which predates the written poetry which has come down to us.’116 In the first chapter I 

                                                 
113 The Conclusion will deal with the Alfred Jewel in greater detail.  
114 P. Clemoes, ‘King Alfred’s Debt to Vernacular Poetry: The Evidence of ellen and cræft’, in Words, Texts 

and Manuscripts: Studies in Anglo-Saxon Culture Presented to Helmut Gneuss on the Occasion of his Sixty-

Fifth Birthday, ed. M. Korhammer, with K. Reichl and H. Sauer (Cambridge, 1992), pp. 213-38. 
115 Tyler, Old English Poetics, especially Chapter One ‘Treasure and Old English Verse’ and Chapter Two, ‘The 

Collocation of Words for Treasure in Old English Verse’, pp. 9-37 and 38-100). My survey builds upon Tyler’s 

work by including two words for ‘wealth’ or ‘prosperity’, wela and ead, as well as feoh (‘money’).  
116 Tyler, Old English Poetics, pp. 7-8.  
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will provide evidence to support Tyler’s claim that, while attitudes towards wealth and 

treasure are by no means static throughout the Anglo-Saxon period, individual poets are able 

to create meaning through the exploitation of a relatively stable framework of vocabulary.  

The following chapters will assess the language of wealth in each of the canonical 

texts of the Alfredian corpus, building upon these linguistic observations to draw conclusions 

about the author’s attitude towards wealth in each case. In this way I hope to build upon 

Tyler’s poetic focus: while the vocabulary of treasure may remain fixed in poetry, in the 

prose canon associated with Alfred it must be innovative, as the canon itself represents an 

innovation in vernacular literature.117 My thesis will demonstrate that the treatment of wealth 

in Alfredian prose is a product of the moment of composition; if this treatment is at times 

somewhat indebted to the poetic tradition, this is only because the Alfredian moment 

combined innovation with tradition. The conclusions that I draw from my analysis of the 

Alfredian canon will contribute to the ongoing debate surrounding authorship of these texts, 

as they will offer suggestions as to the background of the author and his audience, and will 

moreover provide insight into the question of common authorship.118  

 As Bately has noted, the ‘generally accepted’ Alfredian canon is as follows: the 

translations of Gregory’s Regula Pastoralis (The Pastoral Care), Boethius’s De Consolatione 

Philosophia (the Boethius), Augustine’s Soliloquia (the Soliloquies), the prose translation of 

the first fifty Psalms and the ‘prefatory material to the laws’.119 Bately shows that the 

Pastoral Care, Boethius, Soliloquies and Prose Psalms can be grouped together on a number 

                                                 
117 On the innovative nature of the Alfredian canon, see above and Chapter Two.  
118 On the debate surrounding Alfred’s authorship of these translations, see the ‘Appendix’ to A Companion to 

Alfred the Great, ed. Discenza and Szarmach, pp. 397-415.  
119 J. M. Bately, ‘The Alfredian Canon Revisited: One Hundred Years on’, in Alfred the Great, ed. Reuter, pp. 

107-20 (p. 109); Bately notes that the Metres of Boethius (Metres) is a ‘possible exception’ (p. 109, n. 17). See 

further J. M. Bately, ‘Lexical Evidence for the Authorship of the Prose Psalms in the Paris Psalter’, ASE 10 

(1981), 69-95 (pp. 94-95) in which Bately expresses her conviction that there was ‘one mind at work’ behind the 

four canonical literary texts. 
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of grounds: these include linguistic agreements,120 shared imagery,121 and, significantly for 

this thesis, a tendency to tone down the strictures surrounding worldly pleasures, such as 

wealth, in the Latin texts.122 She observes that the ‘condemnation expressed in the Latin 

source-texts of such things as wealth, power, fame, and luxurious living is no longer 

absolute’; for example, the authors distinguish between true and false worldly goods, or 

qualify their source by condemning only immoderate excesses of the good in question.123 

Bately goes on to argue that, as ‘no good reason has yet been given to compel us to discount 

the contemporary evidence’ for Alfred’s authorship of the Pastoral Care, and as the Pastoral 

Care shares many features with the Boethius, Soliloquies and Prose Psalms, these four texts 

represent ‘a canon of the king’s literary, as opposed to legal, compositions’, that is, the 

prefatory material to Alfred’s law-code.124 This thesis shares Bately’s opinion that these four 

texts represent a literary canon, and certainly one associated with Alfred, but does not assume 

the king’s authorship of any of the translations. 

 The Old English translations of Orosius’s Historiarum Adversum Paganos Libri VII, 

Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica and Gregory’s Dialogi have in the past also been associated 

with Alfred’s authorship; however, Bately shows that the literary canon is distinct in 

‘language and style’ from all three.125 The Orosius and the Dialogues both contain 

                                                 
120 J. M. Bately, ‘Alfred as Author and Translator’, in A Companion to Alfred the Great, ed. Discenza and 

Szarmach, pp. 113-42 (pp. 125-28); for example, cræft with the sense of ‘virtue’ is limited to these four texts (p. 

125); on the word cræft in Alfredian translations, see further N. G. Discenza, ‘Power, Skill and Virtue in the Old 

English Boethius’, ASE 26 (1997), 81-108.  
121 Bately, ‘Alfred as Author and Translator’, pp. 130-34; on hunting imagery see pp. 130-31; on ships see pp. 

131-33; and on gardening see pp. 133-34. 
122 Bately, ‘Alfred as Author and Translator’, pp. 134-36.  
123 Bately, ‘Alfred as Author and Translator’, p. 134. 
124 Bately, ‘Alfred as Author and Translator’, p. 140. Not all scholars believe that these four texts are by the 

same author; Godden and Irvine find that the relationship between the Soliloquies and the Boethius is so close 

that they conclude: ‘It is impossible to resist the conclusion that the two works are by the same author’ (The Old 

English Boethius: An Edition of the Old English Versions of Boethius’s De Consolatione Philosophiae, ed. and 

trans. M. Godden and S. Irvine, with M. Griffith and R. Jayatilaka, 2 vols [Oxford, 2009], I [pp. 137-38]); 

however, they see ‘no apparent links or similarities’ between the Boethius and the Pastoral Care, and only one 

case of linguistic similarity between the Boethius and the Prose Psalms (I, pp. 138-39).  
125 Bately, ‘Alfred as Author and Translator’, pp. 140-41; see also Bately, ‘The Alfredian Canon Revisited’, p. 

109, and Godden and Irvine, I, pp. 136-37 and 139. On the differences of vocabulary between the Orosius and 
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associations with Alfred – in the case of the Dialogues, its prefaces, and in the Orosius, the 

additional account from Ohthere which mentions Alfred – and thus may be considered 

Alfredian; however, on the grounds of language and style, both fall outside of the main remit 

of this thesis. As such, these translations will not be considered in detail, although the 

language of wealth in the Old English Dialogues will be assessed at the beginning of Chapter 

Two: this will provide a standard of wealth vocabulary in contemporary prose against which 

the translations of the Alfredian canon can be measured.  

 Following the first chapter on poetry, subsequent chapters will proceed in the 

conjectured chronological order of the translations: Chapter Two will consider the Old 

English Pastoral Care, Chapter Three the wholly prose version of the Boethius (the B-text), 

Chapter Four the Metres, Chapter Five the Soliloquies and Chapter Six the Prose Psalms.126 

The Conclusion will then return to the Alfred Jewel, bringing the conclusions drawn from the 

literary analysis to bear upon this unique artefact associated with Alfred’s reign which, it is 

proposed, embodies the Alfredian attitude towards wisdom and wealth.  

                                                 
the canonical Alfredian texts, see E. M. Liggins, ‘The Authorship of the Old English Orosius’, Anglia 88 

(1970), 289-322. 
126 On this probable chronological order, see Bately, ‘Alfred as Author and Translator’, p. 141.  
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 Chapter One 

The Language of Wealth in Early Old English Verse 

 

The first chapter of this thesis will analyse the language of wealth and treasure in poetry that 

can almost certainly be dated prior to the reign of Alfred the Great. In this way, I will 

establish the traditional literary vocabulary of wealth and how, in the case of the Cynewulfian 

canon and The Phoenix, early Old English poets were already beginning to adapt the heroic 

language of wealth for explicitly religious purposes. The eight words that I will consider in 

this chapter are ead, feoh, frætwe, gestreon, hord, maðm, sinc and wela. These words have 

been selected because they refer to non-specific treasures or wealth. Words which refer to 

specific items of treasure or materials, such as gold (‘gold’) or beag (‘ring’), have been 

excluded, as they refer not to treasure, but to particular examples of treasure. Apart from sinc, 

which appears only in verse, all the other words appear in both prose and poetry. This work 

builds substantially on Tyler’s study of treasure words in Old English, which encompasses 

the whole corpus of Old English verse.1 My choice of words differs from Tyler’s in that she 

focuses solely on words for treasure: frætwe, gestreon, hord, maðm and sinc. This thesis 

tackles the differences between these words and those words which refer to less tangible 

wealth, in particular ead and wela, and how feoh relates to these other words; though feoh is 

often defined as ‘property’ and ‘money’, it can also be seen in variation with words that 

characteristically refer to treasures, such as gestreon and maðm.2 According to Tyler, the 

treatment of treasure in Old English verse is essentially archaic, having been preserved since 

the time of oral composition of Old English poetry: she observes a great difference between 

the depiction of treasure in verse and how treasure or money was actually used in Anglo-

                                                 
1 Tyler, Old English Poetics, pp. 9-100; see also her The Collocation of Words for Treasure in Old English 

Verse (Unpublished D. Phil. Thesis, University of Oxford, 1994).  
2 Definitions in the Dictionary of Old English (DOE) for feoh include ‘livestock, cattle, beasts of the field’, 

‘property, wealth, money’ and ‘value, worth, price, fee’ (Dictionary of Old English: A to I online, ed. A. 

Cameron, A. Crandell Amos, A. diPaolo Healey et al. [Toronto, 2018]). See Beowulf ll. 470-72a in which ‘feo’ 

is in variation with ‘madmas’, and Beowulf ll. 1380-81a in which ‘feo’ is in variation with ‘ealdgestreonum’.  
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Saxon England.3 This vocabulary thus represents a literary construct, rather than a reflection 

of everyday life.  

 Paul Beekman Taylor finds forty words for ‘some sort of treasure’ in Beowulf, not 

counting compounds.4 The categories into which he sorts these words are at times arbitrary 

and reductive; for example, ead and wela appear in his category ‘general goods and 

possessions’, while both words often refer to things of value.5 It could be argued that the 

demands of variation and alliteration explain the existence of, according to Beekman Taylor, 

forty Old English words for treasure. Arthur Brodeur defines variation as ‘a double or 

multiple statement of the same concept or idea in different words, with a more or less 

perceptible shift in stress’.6 He argues that ‘the elements of variation […] have the same 

referent, but they designate it in more or less different terms, the entire sequence of which 

serves as a kind of total characterization of the referent.’7 Following Brodeur’s argument, 

then, the individual elements of variation each describe a different aspect of the referent; they 

cannot be exact synonyms. 

 The first part of this chapter will focus on heroic poetry. Selecting early poetry is not 

a simple task, as no dating of any Old English poem is certain, unless it is connected to a 

specific historical event, such as The Battle of Maldon.8 However, recent studies on the 

dating of Old English poetry have established that Beowulf, Genesis A, Exodus and Daniel 

                                                 
3 Tyler, Old English Poetics, pp. 18-19 and p. 24.  
4 P. Beekman Taylor, ‘The Traditional Language of Treasure in “Beowulf”’, JEGP 85 (1986), 191-205 (pp. 

193-94). 
5 Beekman Taylor, p. 193. The DOE defines ead as ‘happiness, well-being’ and ‘wealth, riches’; Bosworth-

Toller defines wela as ‘wealth, riches’, and also ‘weal, prosperity, happy estate’ (J. Bosworth, An Anglo-Saxon 

Dictionary, Based on the Manuscript Collections of J. Bosworth, Edited and Enlarged by T. N. Toller; 

Supplemented by T. N. Toller [Oxford, 1898] [henceforth referred to as Bosworth-Toller or B-T]).  
6 A. Brodeur, The Art of Beowulf (Berkeley; Los Angeles, 1969), p. 40. Stanley B. Greenfield cautions that it 

can be difficult to distinguish between variation and repetition; for a sequence of words to be in variation, they 

need to be ‘restating the same concept’, rather than ‘providing an enumeration or a progression.’ (S. B. 

Greenfield, The Interpretation of Old English Poems [London; Boston, 1972], p. 64). 
7 Brodeur, p. 19. 
8 The dates of even such poems as The Battle of Maldon are debated; John McKinnell argues for a date not 

earlier than 1020 for this poem, based on what he perceives to be the use of eorl as a title for Englishmen, 

similar to ealdormonn or Old Norse jarl (J. McKinnell, ‘On the Date of The Battle of Maldon’, MÆ 44 [1975], 

121-36). 
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are probably among some of the earliest heroic poems in Old English.9 It is important to 

recognise that these poems are all by Christian poets and yet represent those heroic ideals 

which are sometimes at odds with Christian thought, not least the appreciation of material 

wealth; as Eric Stanley argues: ‘The [Beowulf-]poet depicts the ideal of secular Germanic 

society in such a way that it seems glorious, with the emphasis for the most part on the glory, 

but sometimes on the seeming.’10 The second section of this chapter will consider the 

probably later religious verse, represented by the canon of Cynewulf and The Phoenix. This 

corpus, which almost certainly pre-dates Alfredian prose, uses the same traditional 

vocabulary of wealth as the earlier heroic poetry, but to quite different ends.11  

                                                 
9 R. D. Fulk dates Beowulf, Genesis A, Daniel and Exodus early on metrical grounds, though his dating of 

Exodus is more tentative; he argues that this ‘if it belongs with this group, [it] is the last of the four’ (R. D. Fulk, 

A History of Old English Meter [Philadelphia, 1992], pp. 348-49). He makes similar observations in a more 

recent work (R. D. Fulk, ‘Beowulf and Language History’, in The Dating of Beowulf: A Reassessment, ed. L. 

Neidorf [Cambridge, 2014], pp. 19-36), finding that on the grounds of both non-parasiting and Kuhn’s Law, 

Beowulf is the most conservative of any Old English poem (pp. 24-25 and p. 27), that in terms of non-

contraction, Genesis A and Daniel are the most conservative, followed by Beowulf (p. 25), and that Beowulf is 

the only poem to follow the rule of resolution, except maybe Exodus, though not consistently, suggesting an 

early date (pp. 28-29). Other essays in this volume provide further insight into the dating of not only Beowulf 

but also Genesis A, Exodus and Daniel. Megan E. Hartmann finds that the Beowulf-poet’s conservative 

composition is genuine, while that of later poems, such as The Battle of Brunanburh, is ‘superficial’ (M. E. 

Hartmann, ‘The Limits of Conservative Composition in Old English Poetry’, pp. 79-96 [p. 82]). Thomas A. 

Bredehoft dates Beowulf, Exodus and Genesis A as conservative on metrical grounds: specifically, in their 

employment of unexpanded type D verses (T. A. Bredehoft, ‘The Date of Composition of Beowulf and the 

Evidence of a Metrical Revolution’, pp. 97-111 [p. 103]). Dennis Cronan finds that Beowulf, Exodus, Genesis A, 

Maxims I and Widsith all feature conservative diction, which can be explained by composition in the eighth 

century (Cronan, ‘Poetic Words’, p. 48). Elsewhere, Leonard Neidorf has observed that Beowulf, Genesis A, 

Exodus and Daniel feature the highest frequency of verses requiring ‘archaic phonology’ for scansion and that 

these verses appear in these poems with ‘greatest lexical frequency’; he dates the earliest Old English poetry, 

including these four poems, to the period c. 675-750 (Neidorf, ‘Lexical Evidence’, pp. 8 and 36-37). 
10 E. G. Stanley, ‘Hæthenra Hyht in Beowulf’, in Studies in Old English Literature in Honor of Arthur G. 

Brodeur, ed. S. B. Greenfield (Eugene, OR, 1963), pp. 136-51 (p. 136); see also Goldsmith, pp. 67, 90 and 93; 

Lee, p. 32; and Silber, pp. 15-16. 
11 Fulk uses metrical evidence, such as the paucity of contracted forms and non-parasiting, to argue that 

Cynewulf’s signed works, Guthlac B, Andreas and The Phoenix belong to a period after Beowulf, the Old 

Testament poems of the Junius Manuscript, Guthlac A and most of the riddles but before ‘some of the more 

pedestrian creations of the century following the Benedictine Reform’ (R. D. Fulk, ‘Cynewulf: Canon, Dialect 

and Date’, in The Cynewulf Reader, ed. R. E. Bjork [New York; London, 2001], pp. 3-21 [pp. 17-18]). Ralph 

Elliot offers a narrower range, maintaining that Cynewulf probably lived during the latter part of the eighth 

century and the early part of the ninth (R. W. V. Elliot, ‘Coming Back to Cynewulf’, in Old English Runes and 

their Continental Background, ed. A. Bammesberger [Heidelberg, 1991], pp. 231-47 [p. 231]). Neidorf argues 

that the verses which rely upon archaic phonology for scansion decline in Cynewulfian poetry; he dates this 

group, which possibly includes The Phoenix, roughly to the period 775-850, which broadly agrees with Eliot’s 

dating (‘Lexical Evidence’, pp. 8 and 38-39). For the alternative view of a later date, see P. W. Conner, ‘On 

Dating Cynewulf’, in The Cynewulf Reader, ed. Bjork, pp. 23-56. 
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 Treasure in Beowulf has received no little attention in recent years. This area of 

criticism is typically characterised by the question of whether Beowulf is avaricious or 

justified in seeking out the dragon’s hoard, and the moral implications of the treasure.12  

However, such attention has not been granted to the Old Testament poems of Junius 11. 

Vickrey’s analysis of the allegorical meaning of the Egyptians’ treasure at the end of Exodus 

epitomises study of these poems during the last century.13 These poems were typically 

studied as allegorical interpretations of the biblical texts they paraphrase.14 More recent 

studies have focussed on these poems as texts which present the Israelites as prefiguring the 

Anglo-Saxons; for example, Nicholas Howe has shown that the Exodus-poet used the 

crossing of the Red Sea as ‘a model for reconciling the remembered pagan past of the Anglo-

Saxons with their enduring Christian present.’15 It has also been argued that these poems have 

a historical rather than allegorical interest in the biblical books of Genesis, Exodus and 

Daniel.16 Wright, for example, holds that the Genesis A-poet’s ‘fundamentally historical 

approach to the biblical narrative rendered both allegory and typology peripheral to his 

concerns’ and that the poet ‘does not, as a rule, prompt meditation on extra-literal 

                                                 
12 For example, K. Malone, ‘Symbolism in Beowulf: Some Suggestions’, in English Studies Today, ed. G. A. 

Bonnard (Bern, 1961), pp. 81-91 (p. 90); Stanley, ‘Hæthenra Hyht’, pp. 146-47; Goldsmith, pp. 94-96 and pp. 

225-29. See Baker, pp. 215-16, for the view that Beowulf is not guilty of the charge of avarice, as, according to 

the value-system of the poem, it is ‘praiseworthy’ to desire wealth for the sake of honour and one’s people; see 

also J. E. Marshall, ‘Goldgyfan or Goldwlance: A Christian Apology for Beowulf and Treasure’, Studies in 

Philology 107 (2010), pp. 1-24 (pp. 4-7 and 12). Similarly, Ernst Leisi argues that as the poet presents Beowulf 

as an admirable character, his love of treasure cannot be a vice (Leisi, p. 173). Silber moreover maintains that 

Beowulf cannot be accused of avarice from a Christian standpoint: rather, she suggests, it is the values of his 

society that are fault (p. 19).  
13 J. F. Vickrey, ‘Exodus and the Treasure of Pharaoh’, ASE 1 (1972), 159-65.  
14 See B. F. Huppé, Doctrine and Poetry: Augustine’s Influence on Old English Poetry (Albany, NY, 1959). 
15 N. Howe, Migration and Mythmaking in Anglo-Saxon England (New Haven; London, 1989), p. 72. See also 

S. Zacher, Rewriting the Old Testament in Anglo-Saxon Verse: Becoming the Chosen People (London, 2013), 

pp. 47-85 and 87-119, for her chapters on Exodus and Daniel; and Paul Battles, who argues that the Genesis A-

poet interpreted the wanderings of Noah’s descendants in terms of the Germanic migration period (P. Battles, 

‘Genesis A and the Anglo-Saxon “Migration Myth”’, ASE 29 [2000], 43-66). 
16 C. D. Wright, ‘Genesis A ad litteram’, in Old English Literature and the Old Testament, ed. M. Fox and M. 

Sharma (Toronto; London, 2012), pp. 121-71; M. Godden, ‘Biblical Literature: The Old Testament’, in The 

Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature, ed. M. Godden and M. Lapidge (Cambridge, 1986), pp. 206-

26 (p. 207; p. 223 for Daniel in particular); N. Boyd, ‘Doctrine and Criticism: A Revaluation of “Genesis A”’, 

NM 83 (1982), 230-38; and B. A. Brockman, ‘“Heroic” and “Christian” in Genesis A: The Evidence of the Cain 

and Abel Episode’, Modern Language Quarterly 35 (1974), 115-28. 
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meanings.’17 This is a distinctive characteristic of the Old English renderings, as Latin poetic 

paraphrases of biblical material, such as that of Avitus, tend to focus on the allegorical or 

typological significance of Old Testament narratives; these are poems which Michael 

Lapidge argues Old English poets would surely have been familiar with.18 

 The purpose of this analysis is to build an understanding of the connotations of these 

wealth and treasure words in early vernacular poetry, in order to better understand how the 

vocabulary of wealth is used in the prose of the later Anglo-Saxon period, namely the literary 

corpus associated with King Alfred. Peter Clemoes has demonstrated that in the case of two 

words, ellen and cræft, the Alfredian corpus draws upon and adapts the connotations that 

these words have in vernacular poetry.19 This chapter will thus form the foundations upon 

which the subsequent analysis of Alfredian prose will stand. 

 

Part One: Biblical Poetry and Beowulf 

 

 Hord 

Of the eight words of this study, hord alone signifies not only treasure but the receptacle in 

which it is kept.20 According to the DOE, the word hord often refers to an ‘accumulation of 

valuables’, or a ‘valuable article’, though can also refer to an ‘accumulation of intangible 

things’.21 It is in this latter sense that hord appears as an element in compounds such as 

                                                 
17 Wright, ‘Genesis A ad litteram’, p. 123. 
18 M. Lapidge, ‘Versifying the Bible’, in The Text in the Community, ed. J. Mann and M. Nolan (Notre Dame, 

IN, 2006), pp. 11-40 (pp. 23-24). See also E. V. Thornbury, Becoming a Poet in Anglo-Saxon England 

(Cambridge, 2014), pp. 47-48; and P. McBrine, Biblical Epic in Late Antiquity and Anglo-Saxon England: 

Divina in Laude Voluntas (Toronto; London, 2017). On the probable influence of late antique biblical epic on 

Genesis A and Exodus, see McBrine, pp. 18-20; on the knowledge of individual poets in Anglo-Saxon England, 

see McBrine, pp. 220-28.  
19 Clemoes, pp. 217-23, on ellen, and pp. 223-38, on cræft. 
20 DOE, s.v. hord. 
21 DOE, s.v. hord.  
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breost-hord (Beowulf 1719a and 2793a) (‘treasure of the breast’, i.e., ‘heart’, ‘mind’) and 

word-hord (Beowulf 259b; Widsith 1b) (‘store of words’, i.e., ‘vocabulary’). 

 Hord has both the highest number (five) and proportion (11 %) of appearances in the 

context of succession in Beowulf, which is significantly higher than the other treasure 

words.22 These statistics are perhaps related to the high frequency of occasions on with which 

hord is modified by the verb healdan, or another verb meaning to keep or defend. Though 

wela technically has the highest proportion here, 25 % compared to 13 % for hord, the second 

highest, it should be remembered that the statistics for wela can be misleading, as it is only 

used four times. The collocation of (ge)healdan and hord is often used to refer to kingship.23 

For example, Hrothgar remembers how he ‘on geogoðe heold ginne rice, / hordburh hæleþa, 

ða wæs Heorogar dead’ (466-67) (‘in youth held the broad kingdom, the treasure cities of the 

heroes, when Heorogar was dead’). Hrothgar does not begin to hold the hord-burh until after 

Heorogar dies; in other words, he succeeds to the position left vacant by his brother and takes 

on the care of the hord-burh.24 Peter S. Baker argues that ‘[t]o defend this hord is as vital a 

royal function as to defend territory and people’.25 As Tyler suggests, in Beowulf and The 

Battle of Brunanburh ‘control of the nation’s hoard becomes almost a shorthand for 

kingship’.26 Just as Hrothgar’s succession is marked by his control of both the rice and the 

hord-burh, so Heremod is expected to ‘folc gehealdan / hord and hleoburh’ (911b-12a) 

(‘protect the people, the hoard and the stronghold’), though he disappoints his people in this 

                                                 
22 It should be noted that in the case of compounds which contain two treasure words, such as hord-gestreon, the 

treasure words are counted separately, meaning that hord-gestreon features in results for both hord and 

gestreon. Data regarding frequencies and collocations of words and phrases in the Old English corpus has been 

calculated with the assistance of the DOE Corpus unless otherwise specified (A. diPaolo Healey, J. P. Wilkin 

and X. Xiang, Dictionary of Old English Web Corpus [Toronto, 2009]). I also wish to thank Andy Orchard for 

allowing me to make use of a draft version of the Consolidated Library of Anglo-Saxon Poetry (CLASP).  
23 See Beowulf ll. 911b-14a and 3003b-04. See also Juliana l. 22a, in which Eleusius, a man of some authority, 

defends a hoard: ‘heold hordgestreon’ (‘defended the hoard of treasure’). 
24 Though this seems to be the most likely situation, joint kingship may not have been unimaginable in the mind 

of the Beowulf-poet. For possible joint kingship between Beowulf and Hygelac, see Beowulf ll. 2196b-99.  
25 Baker, p. 62. 
26 Tyler, Old English Poetics, p. 22. 
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respect.27 The control of wealth as a marker of leadership is a theme that we will recur in all 

four poems of this study. However, in Beowulf as in the other poems, the king or leader’s 

wealth, while it marks out his position, is not his own possession but that of his people. Baker 

argues, ‘there is no distinction to be made between the king’s personal wealth and the 

national treasury’, and as such, Beowulf cannot be accused of greed when he seeks the 

dragon’s hoard for his people.28 The king does not possess the hoard, but defends it for the 

sake of his nation.   

  Hord appears only three times in Genesis A. The first appearance is in the section of 

Genesis A in which the poet elaborates on the genealogies of the book of Genesis, providing 

information about the descendants of Adam that does not appear in the Vulgate, such as the 

inheritance of wealth; as Thomas D. Hill argues, the Genesis A-poet ‘goes to considerable 

length to vary and elaborate the simple statement that a given patriarch died’.29 This section 

of the poem, interrupted by the account of the Flood, is of great relevance to this chapter, as 

the Genesis A-poet employs various different words to refer to the treasure that the patriarchs 

bequeath to their heirs; as is evident in Beowulf, coming into possession or control of wealth 

is a means of marking out the transfer of leadership of a group of people.30 In Genesis A, the 

wealth that is passed down from father to son is referred to as ead (1602b), wela (1603b) and 

gestreon (1071a, 1075a); the word yrfe (‘inheritance’) also appears on numerous occasions.31 

When hord appears in the genealogies it is in the metaphorical sense of ‘breosta hord’ 

(1608b) (‘hoard of the breast’, i.e., soul). Despite the fact that there are multiple uses of the 

verb healdan in Genesis A, leaders do not defend the hoard, but rather the eþel-stol (1129b) 

(‘native seat)’; yrfe (1144a, 1167b); land (1167b) (‘land’); leod-geard (1225a) (‘country’); 

                                                 
27 See also Beowulf, ll. 1850-53a, 2369b and 3003b-04.   
28 Baker, p. 215. 
29 T. D. Hill, ‘The “Variegated Obit” as an Historiographic Motif in Old English Poetry and Anglo-Latin 

Historical Literature’, Traditio 44 (1988), 101-24 (p. 102).  
30 For example, Mathusala ‘heold maga yrfe’ (1218) (‘defended the kinsmen’s inheritance’).  
31 1067b, 1167b, 1218b, 1629b (yrfestol, ‘hereditary seat’).  
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folc (1232b) (‘people’); rice (1607a) (‘kingdom’); eðel-dreamas (1607b) (‘joys of the 

homeland’); and blæd (1608a) (prosperity): this is the wealth of tribes who have built their 

success on agriculture, not war-booty. In Genesis A, the Israelites are farmers more often than 

warriors, although we do see Abraham go to war to retrieve the plundered goods of Sodom, 

and at this point the poet is able to employ the heroic vocabulary of treasure; it is in this 

section of the poem that the word hord appears for the final time, as part of the compound 

hord-burh (2007b), referring to the looting of Sodom.32  

In Exodus, Noah’s ark is described with the compound ‘maðmhorda mæst’ (368a) 

(‘greatest of treasure-hoards’).33 Here, the Exodus-poet incorporates two heroic treasure 

words into a non-heroic context; indeed, Brodeur identifies this compound as ‘a remarkable 

instance of transference’.34 The Exodus-poet transforms literal wealth into an image of 

salvation.35 This image forms part of a nexus of imagery reliant on the allegorical 

interpretation of Pharaoh as the devil, with the treasure he guards representing mankind: the 

first-born Egyptians represent mankind’s sins and the death of sin is what releases man from 

the devil’s clutches.36 The treasure taken from the Egyptians, to which the Exodus-poet 

frequently alludes, thus represents, as Vickrey maintains, ‘mankind redeemed from the 

devil’.37 Words for treasure in Exodus therefore deserve particular attention, as the treasures 

of Pharaoh are associated with the salvation offered by baptism. The image of the ark as a 

maðm-hord fits into this nexus of imagery, as in patristic thought the ark was seen as a type 

of the Church, carrying the great “treasure” of the saved; as Daniel Anlezark argues, the 

                                                 
32 This compound only appears here and Beowulf, l. 467a. 
33 As a simplex, hord refers to the ark in Genesis A, l. 1439b.  
34 Brodeur, p. 261.  
35 Though see McBrine, p. 335, for the argument that this kenning has no spiritual significance.  
36 On this allegory in Exodus, see Vickrey, ‘Exodus and the Treasure of Pharaoh’; and his ‘Exodus and the 

Battle in the Sea’, Traditio 28 (1972), 119-40 (pp. 122-23); on the wider allegory of baptism and salvation in the 

poem, see D. Anlezark, Water and Fire: The Myth of the Flood in Anglo-Saxon England (Manchester, 2006), p. 

198; and J. W. Earl, ‘Christian Tradition in the Old English Exodus’, in The Poems of MS Junius 11: Basic 

Readings, ed. R. M. Liuzza (New York; London, 2002), pp. 137-72 (pp. 140-41).  
37 Vickrey argues that it is possible for both the Israelites, safe on the shore of the Red Sea, and the treasure they 

share out, to represent the same thing: mankind redeemed (‘Exodus and the Treasure of Pharaoh’, pp. 162-63).  



39 

 

 

phrase ‘maðmhorda mæst’ ‘evokes the traditional typological association between the ark and 

the Church, with those inside understood as the great treasure of the elect’.38 Exodus uses the 

traditional language of treasure in an allegorical sense to refer to something very far removed 

from the heroic world: as will be discussed below, the poetry of Cynewulf achieves a similar 

effect. 

 The compound hord-weard (35a, 512a) (‘hoard-guardian’) appears twice in Exodus 

with reference to the Egyptians. Two identical half-lines, ‘hordwearda hryre’ (‘fall of the 

hoard-guardians’), form an envelope pattern around the majority of the poem, emphasising 

the central position of the despoiled treasure. Similarly, in Daniel, the Chaldeans plunder the 

‘hordwearda gestreon’ (65b) (‘treasure of the hoard-guardians’) when they attack 

Jerusalem.39  

 

Frætwe 

In the four poems considered here, frætwe, like hord, tends to represent royal and military 

treasure. The DOE defines frætwe as ‘adornments, ornaments, treasure, trappings, 

accoutrements; also figurative’, and notes that it occurs mainly in poetry. Tyler observes that 

it often refers to ‘war equipment’, an observation which corresponds to the results of this 

analysis.40 Decorated war-gear and weapons, such as those addressed in the introduction, falls 

under the category of treasure: indeed, it is primarily this military treasure which makes up 

the “Economy of Honour”: that is, treasure plundered off the battlefield and redistributed by 

the king or leader to ensure loyalty.41 Beekman Taylor observes an etymological connection 

                                                 
38 Anlezark, Water and Fire, pp. 197-98; Bede, moreover, associates the ark with the Church, Christ’s body and 

the Temple of Solomon (pp. 53-58).  
39 The only treasures mentioned in the biblical Book of Daniel are the vessels (vasum) from the temple (Daniel 

1.2), though greater detail is given elsewhere in the Old Testament; see 4 Kings 25.13-17 and Jeremiah 52.18-

23. 
40 Tyler, Old English Poetics, p. 35; e.g., Beowulf ll. 214b, 962a and 2620a.  
41 See J. M. Hill, The Cultural World in Beowulf, Anthropological Horizons 6 (Toronto; London, 1995), pp. 85-

107; and Baker, p. 62. 
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between frætwe and Gothic fraiw (‘seed’), Norse fraeru (‘fertilize’) and Freyr, the Norse 

fertility God.42 As Tyler notes, frætwe also often refers to ‘natural phenomena’.43 This 

association with vegetal ornaments may be related to the etymological link to fertility 

identified by Beekman Taylor. 

In Beowulf, frætwe has the highest proportion of appearances relating to armour or 

weapons out of all eight words (20 %). It is frequently the object of plunder, 46 % of its uses 

being in this context (896b, 2054a, 2503a, 2620a, 2784a, 2794a, 2989a). In its one 

appearance in the context of succession, frætwe refers to the battle-gear that Wiglaf inherits 

from his father:  

 

 frætwe geheold    fela missera, 

 bill ond byrnan,    oð ðæt his byre mihte  

 eorlscipe efnan     swa his ærfæder[.] 

 (2620-22)  

 

([Weohstan] held the treasure for many seasons, the sword and the mail-coat, until his 

son was able to carry out noble deeds like his late father) (emphasis added). 

 

Here, frætwe is in variation with ‘bill ond byrnan’ (‘sword and mailshirt’), an indicator that it 

specifically refers to war-equipment, as can be seen elsewhere in the poem.44 Weohstan 

plundered this frætwe from Eanmund when he killed him, and it was granted to him by 

Onela, Eanmund’s uncle (2611-19).45 At his own death he passes it to his son, Wiglaf. It has 

long been understood that Eanmund’s sword, ‘ealdsweord etonisc’ (2616a) (‘ancient sword 

made by giants’), manifests the honour of its owner. Michael D. Cherniss proposes that ‘[t]he 

genealogy of Wiglaf’s old sword serves to establish both the value of the sword itself, and the 

                                                 
42 Beekman Taylor, p. 195; on the likelihood of Anglo-Saxon listeners recognising such etymologies, see p. 197, 

and F. C. Robinson, ‘The Significance of Names in Old English Literature’, Anglia 86 (1968), 14-58 (p. 15). On 

the connection between gold and fertility, see further W. Rudolf, ‘The Gold in Beowulf and the Currencies of 

Fame’, in Gold in der europäischen Heldensage, ed. H. Sahm, W. Heizmann and V. Millet, Ergänzungsbände 

zum Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde 109 (Berlin, 2019), pp. 115-41 (pp. 117-22). 
43 Tyler, Old English Poetics, p. 35; see below on such natural referents in The Phoenix.  
44 See Beowulf ll. 962a and 214b.  
45 Farrell addresses whether ‘ond his magum ætbær’ (2614b) (‘and carried it away to his kinsmen’) implies that 

Onela is Weohstan’s kinsman (R. T. Farrell, Beowulf, Swedes and Geats [London, 1972], pp. 11-12). 
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merit of its young owner.’46 Baker also reminds us of ‘[t]he ability of treasure to store up 

some aspect of those who have owned it’ which, he argues, ‘explains the extraordinary value 

placed on such objects as the swords of Ongentheow and Eanmund’.47 The honour that the 

sword has accrued belongs to Wiglaf, the current owner of the sword. Moreover, in receiving 

his father’s war-gear Wiglaf inherits his position. David C. Van Meter argues that Wiglaf’s 

‘social standing is not fully acknowledged by Geatish society until his aged father passes onto 

him weapons in what appears to be a public ceremony combining elements of initiation and 

succession’.48 The treasure serves as a symbol of Wiglaf’s right and ability to continue the 

family line.  

In Genesis A, Abraham fears that his lack of an heir will mean that his ‘woruldmagas’ 

(2179b) (‘worldly relatives’) will control his wealth after he dies, and that his steward’s heirs 

will be his ‘yrfeweardas’ (2185b) (‘inheritance-guardians’). God reassures Abraham that this 

will not happen: 

 

 Næfre gerefan    rædað þine  

 eaforan yrfe,    ac þin agen bearn 

 frætwa healdeð    þonne þin flæsc ligeð. 

 (2188-90)  

 

                                                 
46 Cherniss, p. 96. 
47 Baker, pp. 59-60. 
48 D. C. V. Meter, ‘The Ritualized Presentation of Weapons and the Ideology of Nobility in Beowulf’, JEGP 95 

(1996), 175-89 (p. 177).  There are other notable examples of gifts of weaponry functioning as a means of 

conferring authority in Beowulf: Hygelac gives Beowulf ‘Hreðles laf’ (2191b) (‘Hrethel’s heirloom’), a 

decorated sword, understood by Frederick M. Biggs to represent Hygelac’s designation of Beowulf as king, just 

as Beowulf’s gifts to Hygelac acknowledge him as king (F. M. Biggs, ‘The Politics of Succession in Beowulf 

and Anglo-Saxon England’, Speculum 80 [2005], 709-41 [p. 710]). At ll. 2155-62, Beowulf recalls how the gift 

of war-gear that he received from Hrothgar had been given to Hrothgar by Heorogar, which Biggs understands 

to be Heorogar’s means of marking Hrothgar out as his successor (Biggs, ‘The Politics of Succession’, pp. 730-

31). Biggs also suggests that Beowulf’s gift of war-gear to Wiglaf seems to be his way of naming him as the 

next king; however, he emphasises that a little earlier in the poem, Beowulf expresses his wish that he had a son 

to bequeath his war-gear to and does not turn to Wiglaf at this point; moreover, Wiglaf never does actually 

become king of the Geats (F. M. Biggs, ‘Beowulf and Some Fictions of the Geatish Succession’, ASE 32 [2003], 

55-77 [pp. 71-73]; see Beowulf ll. 2809-12 and 2729-32a). Finally, Meter suggests that in the Finnsburh 

digression, the sword that is laid in Hengest’s lap may be an indicator that he has succeeded Hnæf and can 

therefore seek vengeance (Beowulf, ll. 1143-45; Meter, p. 185).  
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(Never shall your stewards possess the inheritance of your heirs, rather your own 

child shall keep the treasure when you flesh lies dead) (emphasis added).49  

 

As in Beowulf, frætwe is the word which denotes the wealth of the father passed on to the 

son. It is also worth noting that ‘frætwa’ is the object of ‘healdeð’, as it is in the passage 

about Weohstan and Wiglaf (Beowulf 2620).50 Abraham’s heir will inherit his position: the 

defence of frætwe is a marker of succession to this authority. It may seem odd that Abraham, 

a descendant of the peaceful, agricultural communities depicted in the genealogies, should be 

in the possession of frætwe, which typically refers to military treasures. However, this section 

of the poem comes shortly after the battle of the northern and southern kings, in which 

Abraham plays an integral heroic role: he is undoubtedly a warrior in the eyes of the poet, 

and as such has every reason to possess frætwe.51 The association between frætwe and 

inheritance, in this passage and in Beowulf, is significant, given its etymological connections 

to fertility. The war-gear manifests as a tangible expression of the genealogical connection 

between father and son: as he will bear his father’s armour, so too does he bear the bloodline. 

The alliteration with flæsc in the Genesis A passage is striking in this regard. God consoles 

Abraham with the thought that when his flesh is no longer living, a son of his own, ‘þin agen 

bearn’, will bear his treasure; he will continue the family line. Frætwe does not appear in 

Exodus and appears only once in Daniel, referring to plunder, in the phrase ‘beorhte frætwe’ 

(710a) (‘bright adornments’).52   

 

                                                 
49 The corresponding section of the Vulgate has no mention of treasure either in Abraham’s address or God’s 

answer, while the Genesis A-poet makes Abraham’s primary concern the future of his ‘wela’ (2179b) (Gen. 

15.2-4).  
50 Frætwe and healdan only collocate on one other occasion in poetry, in Guthlac B (1057b-59), where it has a 

metaphorical function, providing a variation on feorh (‘life’); to defend frætwe, where it refers to treasure, is 

perhaps a means of expressing succession only in heroic poetry.  
51 See also frætwe in Genesis A l. 2830a, which collocates with dælan (‘distribute’).  
52 See Tyler, Old English Poetics, p. 92 on the ‘spiritual and moral connotations of brightness’ in the collocation 

beorht and frætwe; see also Elene l. 88b and Christ III l. 1635a. This collocation in Daniel perhaps emphasises 

the holy nature of plundered treasure, since the most significant items taken during the looting are the vessels 

from the temple. 
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Maðm 

B-T defines maðm as ‘[a] precious or valuable thing (often refers to gifts), a treasure, jewel, 

ornament’.53 Beekman Taylor observes the etymological connection between maðm and 

Gothic maiþms and Old Norse meiþmar, both meaning ‘gifts’.54 Similarly, Tyler observes 

that maðm often occurs in the context of gift-giving.55  

In Beowulf, the simplex maðm refers to a gift on twenty-two occasions out of a total 

of thirty-one appearances. Maðm furthermore appears in fourteen compounds in Beowulf. In 

five cases the compound refers to a gift, while a sixth, maðþum-gifu, refers to the very act of 

giving treasure as a gift.56 There are other occasions when maðm refers to something that 

could be construed as a gift, as when it refers to the sword which Unferth lends to Beowulf 

(1528a): a loan is a gift of sorts.57 Maðm occurs when Hrothgar tells Beowulf of the gifts that 

will be exchanged between the Geats and the Spear-Danes: 

 

 maþmas gemæne,    manig oþerne 

 godum gegretan    ofer ganotes bæð; 

 sceal hringnaca    ofer heafu bringan 

 lac ond luftacen. 

(1860-63a)  

 

(gifts in common, many a man shall greet another with good things, over the gannet’s 

bath; the ring-prowed ship must bring over the sea gifts and love-tokens) (emphasis 

added). 

 

The variation with ‘lac’ confirms that these ‘maþmas’ are gifts, were the context of the 

passage not evidence enough. That maðm collocates with luf-tacen is of great significance. 

                                                 
53 See also Leisi, p. 178. 
54 Beekman Taylor, p. 196. 
55 Tyler, Old English Poetics, p. 27. 
56 In one case, maðm may not refer to a piece of treasure. This is the ‘ofermaðmum’ that Hygelac gives to Eofor 

and Wulf (2991-98), which Alaric Hall believes can be translated as ‘excessive treasures’, and which he sees to 

encompass both the gifts of land Hygelac gives both warriors, and the daughter he gives to Eofor (A. Hall, 

‘Hygelac’s Only Daughter: A Present, a Potentate and a Peaceweaver in Beowulf’, Studia Neophilologica 78 

[2006], 81-87). However, this could be a case where what Hall interprets as variation is actually enumeration; 

the land, rings and wife could be separate from the ‘ofermaðmum’. 
57 See also maðþum-fæt in l. 2405a, which refers to the cup stolen from the dragon’s hoard: it is debatable as to 

whether this stolen treasure, presented in an attempt to smooth over past conflict, can be interpreted as a gift.  
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Cherniss argues that treasures are ‘the material manifestations or representations of the 

proven or inherent worthiness of whoever possesses them.’58 We have already seen how the 

frætwe that Weohstan wins in battle and passes onto Wiglaf manifests the honour of its 

previous owners, and how Wiglaf inherits this honour along with the war-gear. In a similar 

way, gifts of treasure in Beowulf can be manifestations of the good-will of the giver. The 

word luf-tacen, literally a token of love, epitomises this concept.  

Maðm does not appear in Genesis A and Daniel, though, as we have seen, it refers to 

the ark in Exodus in the compound maðm-hord. It also refers to the Egyptians’ treasure, 

plundered by the Israelites, those ‘ealde madmas’ (586b) (‘ancient treasures’) which the 

triumphant Israelites share out on the sea-shore, representing the despoiling of the devil 

through baptism.  

 

Sinc  

B-T defines sinc as: ‘Treasure, gold, silver, jewels’. It is the only treasure word of this study 

which only appears in poetry, perhaps preserving an archaic sort of treasure that had little 

relevance to contemporary life.  

Of the twenty-nine appearances of sinc in Beowulf, four occur in the formula sinces 

brytta (607b, 1170a, 1922b, 2071a), and the compound sinc-gyfa occurs three times (1012a, 

1342a, 2311a), both being referents for kings or rulers. This use of sinc suggests that its 

distribution, like the defence of the hord, is a defining feature of kingship or, more broadly, 

positions of authority.59 In three of these seven cases of sinces brytta or sinc-gyfa, sinc 

alliterates with sæl (‘happiness’) (607b, 1012a, 1170a).60 This association between sinc and 

happiness is perhaps founded upon the traditional identification of wealth with happiness. As 

                                                 
58 Cherniss, p. 81.  
59 See Leisi, pp. 175-76.  
60 The line: ‘Þa wæs on salum sinces brytta’ from Beowulf l. 607 reappears almost exactly in Elene l. 194 (‘Ða 

wæs on sælum sinces brytta’) (‘Then the distributor of treasure was happy’). 
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will be explored shortly, this identification is most clearly preserved in the words ead and 

wela, which can refer to both wealth and happiness.  

The formulas sinces brytta and sinces hyrde both occur in Genesis A with reference to 

kings or leaders (1857b, 2728b and 2101b). There are moreover occasions in which 

enjoyment or use of treasure seems to be metonymic for life:61  

 

Hie þa wintra fela    woruld bryttedon,  

sinc ætsomne,   sibbe heoldon 

geara mengeo. 

(1724-26b)  

 

(They enjoyed many winters in the world, the treasure together, held the peace for 

many years) (emphasis added). 

 

Here, ‘wintra’ and ‘sinc’ are both governed by the verb bryttian, both representing life in the 

world. 

In Exodus, the Egyptians are ‘since berofene’ (36b) (‘robbed of treasure’), 

allegorically representing the despoiling of the devil. As with ‘suðmonna sinc’ in Genesis A 

(2017a) (‘treasure of the southmen’), the sinc belongs to the whole nation. The account of the 

despoiling in Exodus is sparse:  

 

feceruntque filii Israhel sicut praeceperat Moses / et petierunt ab Aegyptiis vasa 

argentea et aurea vestemque plurimam / dedit autem Dominus gratiam populo coram 

Aegyptiis ut commodarent eis / et spoliaverunt Aegyptios. (Exodus 12.35-36)62 

 

(And the children of Israel did as Moses had commanded, and they asked of the 

Egyptians vessels of silver and gold and very much raiment. And the Lord gave 

favour to the people in the sight of the Egyptians so that they lent unto them, and they 

stripped the Egyptians) (emphasis added). 

 

In the Old English poem, however, a great deal of attention is given to this event, as 

demonstrated by the envelope pattern created by the phrase ‘hordwearda hryre’ (‘fall of the 

hall-guardians’) near the beginning and end of the poem, mentioned above. Moreover, the 

                                                 
61 See also Genesis A ll. 2661b-66a. 
62 See also Ex. 11.2.  
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poem ends with a lengthy description of the Israelites sharing out these plundered treasures 

on the shores of the Red Sea (580-590). This interest in the plundering is matched in Avitus’s 

versification of the episode, which describes the episode in some detail:  

 

Inter ferventes inimica in sede furores  

Praedatur dominum fugiens fallitque videntem, 

Praesentem vacuat[.] 

(Historia Spiritalis V.346-48) 

 

(Living in a hostile land, with violence raging all around them, the fugitives despoiled 

their master, deceiving him as he watched, and stripped his house in his presence).63  

 

If the Exodus-poet was inspired by the Latin poem, he locates the plundering in a 

distinctively Old English heroic context, as in the line: ‘swæfon seledreamas since berofene’ 

(36) (‘hall-joys slept, deprived of treasure’).64 This line recalls the dragon in Beowulf who 

‘swefeð sare wund, since bereafod’ (Beowulf 2746) (‘sleeps from a sore wound, deprived of 

treasure’). The dragon is, like the Egyptians, a hord-weard (e.g. Beowulf 2293b, 2302b and 

2554b). In both Exodus and Beowulf, the fall of a guardian or guardians of treasure is echoed 

in their loss of treasure, recalling the connection between treasure and vitality explored earlier 

in this chapter, with the loss of sinc epitomising the loss of life. In the case of Exodus, while 

                                                 
63 Alcimi Ecdicii Aviti Viennensis Episcopi Opera quae supersunt, ed. R. Peiper (Berlin, 1883), p. 264; 

translation from The Poems of Alcimus Ecdicius Avitus, ed. and trans. G. W. Shea (Tempe, 1997), pp. 123-24. 

For the full description of the despoiling in the Historia Spiritalis, see V.333-56. Samuel Moore has argued that 

the Exodus-poet does not rely on Avitus as a source (S. Moore, ‘On the Sources of the Old English “Exodus”’, 

Modern Philology 9 [1911], 83-108). Lapidge comments that Moore was ‘apparently unaware of how widely 

texts like Avitus were read by Anglo-Saxons’, drawing comparisons between Avitus’ account of the crossing of 

the Red Sea and that in the Old English Exodus (‘Versifying the Bible’, pp. 27 and 17-20). Zacher’s view is 

more sceptical: she notes the lack of ‘clear verbal parallels’ between Latin biblical poems and Old English 

verse, and observes that it is ‘noteworthy’ that Anglo-Saxon writers did not praise or critique these Latin poets 

to the same extent that patristic authors such as Jerome, Augustine and Isidore did (Rewriting the Old 

Testament, pp. 14-15). See now McBrine, pp. 19-20, on the possible influence of Latin biblical epic on Exodus, 

and pp. 322-46, for his reading of the Old English poem in the context of Latin biblical epic. Avitus’ passage 

concerning the spoiling of the Egyptians is not mentioned in the comments of Moore, Lapidge, Zacher or 

McBrine. 
64 The verb bereofan only appears as a past participle in the extant Old English corpus; while the verb fell out of 

use, this formula remained (see Neidorf, ‘Lexical Evidence’, p. 28; Exodus, ed. P. J. Lucas [London, 1977], p. 

79; and E. B. Irving, Jr., ‘On the Dating of the Old English Poems Genesis and Exodus’, Anglia 77 [1959], 1-11 

[p. 8]).  
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the Egyptians lose life and treasure, the Israelites gain treasure and, on the allegorical level, 

the eternal life of salvation.  

 

Gestreon 

Of all the treasure and wealth words of the study, gestreon has perhaps the widest range of 

meanings. B-T provides the following definitions: ‘Gain, product, emolument, wealth, riches, 

treasure, usury, business.’ Though gestreon is more fluid in its meaning than the treasure 

words we have considered so far, appearing in both aristocratic and domestic contexts, there 

are certain contexts in the four heroic poems in which gestreon repeatedly appears. Beekman 

Taylor notes the connection between gestreon and the verb gestrynan: ‘To gain, get, obtain, 

acquire, beget, procreate’.65 Winfried Rudolf argues that the sense of production and 

reproduction is visible in the noun gestreon.66 Tyler observes that this ‘connection to 

procreation contributes to the repetition of gestreon in the genealogical section of Genesis 

A’.67 The associations between gestreon and reproduction resonate with the link between 

treasure and vitality already observed in this chapter.  

 As with many other treasure words in Beowulf, gestreon often appears as the 

possession of kings: that is ancestral wealth, passed down the dynastic line.68 For example, 

the gifts that Beowulf receives from the Danes are ‘Hroðgares hordgestreonum’ (1899), later 

referred to as ‘æþelinga gestreon’ (1920b) (‘treasure of nobles’).69 The treasure of the 

dragon’s hoard is ‘ærgestreona’ (2232b) (‘ancient treasure’), the ‘eormenlafe æþelan cynnes’ 

(2234) (‘immense legacy of a noble kin’). Given the etymological connections to 

                                                 
65 Beekman Taylor, pp. 191-92; B-T, s.v. gestrynan. 
66 Rudolf, pp. 120-21. 
67 Tyler, Poetics, p. 32. 
68 On heirlooms, see Leisi, p. 175.  
69 J. M. Hill notes that Hrothgar’s treasures are not only heirlooms but ‘probably dynastic treasures’, arguing 

that, through giving of such treasures as gifts, Hrothgar ‘implicates the dynastic succession’ (Cultural World, p. 

99). 
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reproduction, gestreon seems a fitting word to describe the treasures of a dynasty. Indeed, 

gestreon has the highest proportion of references to age of all the treasure words in Beowulf 

(35 %).70 Moreover, gestreon is the treasure word most commonly modified by a personal 

name in Beowulf: ‘Heaða-Beardna gestreon’ (2037b) and ‘Hroðgares hordgestreonum’ 

(1899). Both factors are consistent with the connection to dynastic, ancestral treasure. 

While in the poems of this study control of dynastic treasure indicates a person’s 

succession to kingship, this treasure does not belong to the individual but rather to the office 

of the king. The dangers of misunderstanding this are exemplified in Hrothgar’s account of 

the bad king Heremod, who did not give his warriors rings (1719b-20a).71 Hrothgar warns 

that another man will come along after the old king dies, one who ‘unmurnlice madmas 

dæleþ, / eorles ærgestreon’ (1756-57a) (‘hands out gifts without anxiety, the man’s ancient 

treasure’).72 Eorl here is in the singular, meaning that this is not the treasure of men, but the 

treasure of one particular man: the man who used to be king. Kings should not get so attached 

to their treasure, because it is not truly theirs.73 That it is specifically ‘ancient treasure’ 

suggests that these treasures are the heirlooms of the dynastic line. The treasures of the king 

remain the same, whoever succeeds to the throne. When Hygd offers Beowulf the kingdom of 

the Geats to rule, extending to him ‘hord ond rice’ (2369b) (‘hoard and kingdom’), she is not 

offering him a hoard of treasure for his personal enjoyment; rather the phrase ‘hord ond rice’ 

represents the office of kingship.  

                                                 
70 All but one of these cases occur in compounds: ær-gestreon (1757a, 2232b), eald-gestreon (1458b, 1381a) 

and long-gestreon (2240b). The final example is when ‘Heaða-Beardna gestreon’ is in variation with ‘gomelra 

lafe’ (2036-37b) (‘old heirlooms’). 
71 On Heremod’s stinginess, see Cherniss, pp. 93-94. 
72 It seems as though Scyld Scefing, whose good kingship is praised at the beginning of the poem (4-11), 

becomes king after an interregnum caused by the expulsion of Heremod; see A. Bonjour, The Digressions in 

Beowulf, Medium Ævum Monographs 5 (Oxford, 1950), p. 7. 
73 On the historical reality of wealth controlled by the king, the fisc, see M. Swanton, Crisis and Development in 

Germanic Society 700-800: Beowulf and the Burden of Kingship (Göppingen, 1982), pp. 19 and 36. 
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 Gestreon is by far the most common word for treasure in Genesis A.74 The compound 

folc-gestreon (‘treasure of a nation’) appears nowhere in Old English except for Genesis A, 

where it appears in reference to the national treasury out of which the people of Sodom have 

been paying the Elamites (1981a). This can be compared with þeod-gestreon, which appears 

only in Beowulf (44a and 1218a).75 Evidently, both poets are interested in treasure possessed 

by a people, and gestreon is the word they choose to refer to this treasure. This suggests that 

gestreon has a particular connection with wealth owned by a nation.76  

 As in Beowulf, gestreon has important connections to reproduction in Genesis A. 

Daniel Anlezark observes that in the genealogies of Genesis A, the poet records ‘not just the 

passing of generations but also the transmission of hereditary nobility and ancestral wealth’.77 

Gestreon appears five times in the genealogical section of Genesis A, nearly 50 % of its 

overall frequency, contributing to the poet’s description of the transmission of wealth and 

nobility: 

 

 Siððan Mathusal   magum dælde,  

 bearn æfter bearne   broðrum sinum,  

 æðelinga gestreon,   oðþæt aldorgedal 

 frod fyrndagum   fremman sceolde, 

 lif oflætan.   Lameh onfeng 

 æfter fæder dæge   fletgestealdum, 

 botlgestreonum. 

 (1069-75a)  

  

(Afterwards Mathusael dealt out the wealth of noblemen to his kinsmen, one son after 

the other, to his brothers, until he had to endure a parting from this life, give life up, 

wise through days of old. After his father’s day, Lamech received the household 

goods, the household treasure) (emphasis added).  

 

                                                 
74 Gestreon appears eleven times; the next most frequent words are sinc (x8), and wela (x7).  
75 Neither folc- nor þeod- occurs as part of a compound with any other treasure word in either Genesis A or 

Beowulf, and neither element modifies any treasure word in Exodus or Daniel. 
76 See also ‘Heaða-Beardna gestreon’ (Beowulf 2037b).  
77 Old Testament Narratives, ed. and trans. D. Anlezark, Dumbarton Oaks Medieval Library 7 (Cambridge, MA, 

2011), p. xi. 
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This is followed by an account of Lamech’s two wives and the children they bear, indicating 

the close connection between treasure, specifically gestreon here, and the continuation of a 

family line.78  

In Beowulf gestreon is notable for the frequency with which it is modified by a 

personal name. Similarly, in Exodus, the only instance of gestreon is modified by ‘Iosepes’ 

(588b) (‘Joseph’s’), occuring at the end of the poem when the Israelites distribute the 

Egyptians’ spoils.79 Though this treasure is nominally the possession of Joseph, a figure in a 

position of authority, it is shared out among the people. This is consistent with the earlier 

observation that gestreon often refers to the treasure of a nation. While the treasure at the end 

of Exodus allegorically represents saved souls, on a literal level, the treasure taken from the 

Egyptians could refer to the wealth that, according to Lucas, Joseph ‘accumulated […] for the 

Egyptians’, described in Genesis 47.13-26.80 It seems likely that the Exodus-poet thinks of 

this treasure as being that which was originally Joseph’s, which the Israelites take back from 

the Egyptians as a fitting punishment for the breaking of the covenant which involved the 

accumulation of this wealth (see 140b).81 The use of gestreon to refer to this treasure is 

fitting, given that it often refers to ancient possessions or heirlooms.  

  As in Genesis A, gestreon is the most commonly used word for treasure in Daniel. 

On two occasions gestreon is used to refer to the sacred vessels of the temple (703b and 

756a). It is modified on both occasions by ‘Israela’ (‘of the Israelites’), again referring to the 

wealth of a nation. Moreover, gestreon is used, as it is in Genesis A, as a metonym for life: 

                                                 
78 Rudolf (p. 121) notes how in Beowulf, possession of gold seems to give one the ability to beget dynasties, 

observing how Scyld Scefing arrives in a ship full of treasures (44b-46). 
79 There is no reference at all to the spoils in the corresponding section of the Vulgate book of Exodus (14.31). 

In the Canticle of Moses (Ex. 15.1-18), the only reference to plunder is when Pharaoh says ‘dividam spolia’ (‘I 

will divide the spoils’) (15.9). There are references to the spoiling before the Israelites leave Egypt (Ex. 11.2 and 

12.35-36), and also in Wisdom 10.19: ‘inimicos autem illorum demersit in mare / et ab altitudine inferorum 

eduxit illos / ideo iusti tulerunt spolia impiorum’ (‘But their enemies she drowned in the sea, and from the depth 

of hell she brought them out. Therefore the just took the spoils of the wicked’). 
80 Lucas, p. 148. 
81 Vickrey maintains that, as Joseph is a figure of Christ, the image fits well with the allegory of the plundered 

treasure representing mankind saved from the devil (‘Exodus and the Treasure of Pharaoh’, pp. 161-62).  
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Nebuchadnezzar ‘heold hæleða gestreon’ (‘defended the treasure of heroes’), until ‘him 

cwelm gesceod’ (‘death harmed him’) (665a and 667b).82 

 

Ead 

In the poems considered so far, frætwe, maðm and sinc refer almost exclusively to aristocratic 

treasures, things that can be plundered and given as gifts between kings and warriors, while 

hord represents the accumulation of these things. Gestreon can refer to these sorts of 

treasures, but it can also refer to more general possessions. Ead and wela are often found in 

this more general category, referring not to tangible treasures but prosperity. The DOE 

defines ead firstly as ‘happiness, wellbeing’, and secondly as ‘wealth, riches (esp. of family 

possession)’, encapsulating the semantic cross-over between wealth and happiness in 

traditional Old English verse.83 The association with ‘family possession’ is significant for this 

chapter, as in Genesis A, especially, ead can be seen to refer to the wealth passed down from 

father to son.84 The noun ead does not appear at all in Beowulf. The absence of ead can be 

explained by the Beowulf-poet’s interest in the treasure that feeds the ‘Economy of Honour’ 

while, as shall be evident in the discussion of ead in Genesis A, ead tends to refer to general 

prosperity.85 

However, the related adjective eadig and adverb eadiglice do appear in Beowulf, 

along with the compounds sige-, sigor- and tir-eadig (1311a, 2352a and 2189a) (‘victory-

blessed’ and ‘glory-blessed’). The DOE defines eadig as ‘fortunate, happy, prosperous, 

favoured or blessed by fate or circumstance’; ‘blessed by God, favoured with divine blessing’ 

and ‘worthy of reverence or adoration, blessed, revered’. It commonly glosses beatus in 

                                                 
82 Hæleð and gestreon collocate on only one other occasion (Riddle 20, l. 31b).  
83 See Introduction. 
84 For example, Genesis A l. 1602b; see also Daniel l. 671b. 
85 Baker argues that ‘the only category of wealth that interests the [Beowulf-]poet and his characters is treasure – 

fine weaponry and armour, jewellery, drinking cups and horses with tack’ (p. 38).  
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Anglo-Saxon psalters.86 In the pre-conversion Anglo-Saxon world, eadig could have only 

referred in a secular or pagan sense to the state of being fortunate through the agency of a 

higher power: ‘fortunate’, ‘lucky’, or ‘happy’. After the conversion, as Goldsmith maintains, 

‘the traditional diction serves both the new and old ideals’: the traditional word eadig thus 

maintains the ancient secular meanings while adapting to suit the new Christian worldview, 

becoming a gloss for beatus.87 The etymology and cognates of ead and eadig suggest that 

earlier forms of these words may have been connected not only to riches and happiness, but 

specifically to riches and happiness granted; or perhaps there was a sense that all wealth and 

happiness was bestowed by a higher force. The analogous Old Norse auðr means ‘fate, 

destiny, wealth’, a range of meanings which suggests a connection to something decreed or 

granted by a higher power.88 Vladimir E. Orel also provides the Old English word eaden, 

‘given’, Old Norse auðinn, ‘lent’ and Old Saxon odan ‘given as a gift’ as related derivatives 

of Proto-Germanic *auđanaz or auđenaz.89  

 Towards the end of Beowulf, the poet describes what eadig men do before they die: 

 

   Godes leoht geceas; 

 eaferum læfde,    swa deð eadig mon,  

 lond ond leodbyrig,    þa he of life gewat. 

 (2469b-71) 

 

([Hrethel] chose God’s light; he left to his heirs, as blessed men do, land and towns, 

when he left his life) (emphasis added).  

 

It is possible that eadig refers both to Hrethel’s blessedness in having ‘lond ond leodbyrig’ 

and in having heirs to bequeath these things to; the connection between wealth and fertility 

that has already been raised in this study gives credence to the idea that being blessed with 

prosperity and with children could be associated in verse.  

                                                 
86 See Old English Glossed Psalters: Psalms 1-50, ed. P. Pulsiano (Toronto; London, 2001), p. 1. 
87 Goldsmith, p. 79. 
88 V. E. Orel, A Handbook of Germanic Etymology (Leiden, 2003), p. 28.  
89 Orel, p. 28. 
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Ead appears four times in Genesis A, referring generally to the wealth shared among 

an extended family, tribe or, to borrow Nina Boyd’s term, ‘within the kinship group’.90 50 % 

of these uses are in the formula ead bryttedon (‘[they] ruled over the treasure’).91 Bryttian has 

a range of meanings, including (1) ‘to distribute, bestow’, (2) ‘to enjoy, enjoy the use of’, (3) 

‘to be of use of to, benefit’, (4a) ‘to exercise (authority)’ and (4b) ‘to rule over’.92 In Genesis 

A the formula first appears in the genealogies, indicating that Noah’s sons succeeded him: 

‘Siððan his eaforan ead bryttedon, / bearna stryndon; him wæs beorht wela’ (1602-03) 

(‘afterwards his heirs distributed wealth, produced children. Wealth was bright to them’).93 

The formula also occurs in the description of Abraham and Lot successfully ruling over their 

people, before they realise that the land cannot support them both (1890-94a). As with frætwe 

and gestreon, ead appears closely linked with reproduction in Genesis A. This is apparent in 

the first use of the ead bryttedon formula, quoted above. The phrase ‘bearna stryndon’ 

follows immediately after ‘ead bryttedon’. In Genesis A, taking control of the tribe’s wealth 

and producing more children are both responsibilities of the new patriarchs when they inherit 

their father’s position. Success in these responsibilities, perhaps, leads to ‘beorht wela’: a 

continuation of both life and wealth. Elsewhere in the poem, the state of a nation’s ead can be 

seen to parallel the people’s fertility. For example, Abraham begs God to stop punishing 

Abimelech, a wealthy king in Genesis, and his people. He gets his wish and ‘ead and æhta’ 

(2757a) (‘wealth and possessions’) are permitted to grow, while in the Vulgate, it is 

mentioned only that the women of Abimelech’s house are unable to procreate, and that 

                                                 
90 Boyd, p. 235.  
91 This formula appears three times in Old English poetry, twice in Genesis A (1602b and 1891b) and once in 

Daniel (671b). 
92 DOE, s.v. bryttian. The DOE lists only examples from the Old English Bede for definition three, a prose text 

probably later than Genesis A, and therefore not directly relevant in defining bryttian in this poem, or indeed in 

Beowulf, Exodus or Daniel. 
93 The inheritance of ead by Noah’s sons is especially significant given that the DOE notes that ead refers 

especially to wealth which is ‘of family possession’.  
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Abraham’s prayers undo this.94 Prosperity and possessions are returned to Abimelech’s 

house, along with fertility.95  

 As in Genesis A, control of ead in Exodus indicates leadership. The poet refers to the 

events by which, as Lucas notes, ‘Reuben, Jacob’s eldest son, forfeited his right to primacy 

by sleeping with his father’s concubine’:96 

 

   Him on leodsceare  

 frumbearnes riht    freobroðor oðþah,  

 ead and æðelo[.] 

 (337b-39a) 

 

 (His own brother took away from him, in the nation, the right of the firstborn, wealth 

 and birth-right) (emphasis added).97 

 

Ead here is related to the position of frumbearn (‘first-born’), which is in theory determined 

by birth, but which in practice could evidently pass to someone more worthy.98 Ead is 

moreover alliteratively linked with nobility, æðelu, and should perhaps be understood as the 

material manifestation of the intangible nobility that accompanies the frum-bearn.  

 The adjective eadge appears once in Daniel, in the very first line of the poem, 

signifying the Jews’ prosperity: 

 

 Gefrægn ic Hebreos   eadge lifgean 

 in Hierusalem,   goldhord dælan,  

 cyningdom habban,   swa him gecynde wæs[.] 

 (1-3) 

 

                                                 
94 Gen 20.17-18. 
95 Ead (or eadig) and æht only alliterate on two other occasions in poetry: Maxims I 156a and The Ruin 36a. The 

occurrence in Maxims I is particularly relevant, as it connects possessions with God’s gifts to the blessed: ‘Mæg 

god syllan / eadgum æhte ond eft niman’ (155b-156) (‘May God give possessions to the blessed and take them 

away again’).   
96 Lucas, p. 120. 
97 This can be compared with the Vulgate, in which no mention is made of Reuben losing wealth: Gen. 49.3-4 

and 1 Chronicles 5.1-2. On the translation of ‘æðelo’ as ‘birth-right’, see DOE, s.v. æþelu, definition 1a.  
98 In Genesis A, Henoch is the ‘frumbearn’ (1189), and his father Jared leaves him ‘land and leodweard’ (1196a) 

(‘land and governance’), which is comparable to the ‘lond ond leodbyrig’ that Hrethel leaves to his son in 

Beowulf (2470-71); also in Genesis A, Mathusala is the frum-bearn (1215a), who ‘heold maga yrfe’ (1218) 

(‘defended the kinsmen’s inheritance’), and Nemrod is the frum-bearn (1628b) who ‘yrfestol weold’ (1629b) 

(‘controlled the hereditary seat’).  
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 (I heard that that Hebrews lived blessedly in Jerusalem, shared out the gold-hoard, 

 possessed the kingdom, as was natural to them) (emphasis added).  

 

The phrase ‘eadge lifgean’ is varied by ‘goldhord dælan’ and ‘cyningdom habban’. Blessed 

living is understood in terms of the heroic impulse to distribute gold. In this example, it is 

easy to see how eadig can cover both ‘blessed’ and ‘wealthy’, and perhaps how the Daniel-

poet exploits this overlap. The half-line 1b is reminiscent of Beowulf 99-100a: ‘Swa ða 

drihtguman dreamum lifdon, / eadiglice’ (‘Thus the warriors lived in joys, blessedly’). This 

happiness before Grendel strikes resembles the prelapsarian blessedness of Adam and Eve 

before the intrusion of Satan. The blessedness that the Hebrews experience is similarly short-

lived, and contingent upon their obedience to God. In Daniel there is a clear causal link 

between the disobedience of God’s people and His withdrawal of their ead.99  

 

 Wela 

Like ead, wela refers more often to general prosperity than tangible treasures. B-T defines 

wela firstly as ‘wealth, riches’, and secondly as ‘weal, prosperity, happy estate’. It 

demonstrably refers to things of value, contrary to Beekman Taylor’s argument that it should 

be categorised under ‘general goods’.100 Orel does not include wela in his index, but it must 

be related to Proto-Germanic *welō(n) ~ *walō(n) (adv.), from which are descended a 

number of Germanic words for the adverb ‘well’: the Gothic waila, Old Norse vel, val, Old 

English wel, Old Saxon wela and wala and Old High German wola, wela, wala.101 This 

probable etymology further highlights the association in Germanic languages – and thus in 

the cultures of those who speak these languages – between wellbeing and wealth.  

                                                 
99 On Grendel’s likeness to Satan at the beginning of Beowulf, see Anlezark, Water and Fire, p. 299; Godden, 

‘Biblical Literature’, p. 215; and Malone, p. 85. Though there is no clear indication that any sinfulness on the 

Danes’ behalf has brought about Grendel’s attacks, it could be understood that the presence of Unferth and 

Hrothulf at the court, both with associated with killing members of their own family, could have brought about 

this punishment (see Beowulf 587, 1167b-68a and 1018b-19). 
100 Beekman Taylor, p. 193. 
101 Orel, pp. 453-54.  
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Wela never appears as simplex in Beowulf, and only four times as a compound 

element (2344a, 2747b, 2750a, 3100a). This low frequency is representative of the interests 

of the Beowulf-poet: his main concern is ancestral treasures and battle-plunder, whereas wela 

tends to refer to general prosperity. On all but one occasion, wela refers to the dragon’s 

hoard, an example of treasure which the Beowulf-poet presents as problematic. This is the 

counterpart to the gift-exchange of the earlier part of the poem: the stagnant hoard that 

benefits no-one.102 The first appearance of wela is in the compound hordwela in line 2344a:  

 

   Sceolde liþend daga, 

 æþeling ærgod    ende gebidan, 

 worulde lifes,    ond se wyrm somod, 

 þeah ðe hordwelan    heolde lange. 

(2341-44)  

 

(The seafarer, the good old prince, had to experience the end of his days, his life in 

this world, and the dragon together, though it had long defended the hoarded wealth) 

(emphasis added).  

 

Beowulf has defeated the dragon, but he is mortally wounded. It seems most likely that the 

one who ‘heolde lange’ the ‘hordwelan’ is the dragon, but the syntax of the sentence is 

ambiguous. The poet could just as well be referring to Beowulf. The ambiguity of this 

sentence may not have been unintentional: defending a hoard, often signalled by the 

collocation of healdan and hord is part of what defines a king. Kings, hoard-guardians, are 

perhaps particularly susceptible to dragonish behaviour.103 Indeed, earlier in the poem, 

                                                 
102 See ll. 2276b-77: ‘þær he hæðen gold / warað wintrum frod; ne byð him wihte ðy sel’ (‘there he [the dragon], 

old in winters, guarded the heathen gold; it was not at all better for him’). Condren argues that the treasure that 

is reburied at the end of the poem, termed unnyt by the poet (3168a), should not be understood as ‘useless’, as 

unnyt is often translated, but ‘unavailing’, as it is not that the treasure is useless but that men are unable to use it 

(pp. 297-99). Marshall reads the dragon’s hoarding in the context of biblical and patristic injunctions against 

hiding treasure in the ground, arguing that the Beowulf-poet cautions against buried treasure, as it cannot bring 

prosperity (pp. 8-9, 13 and 19-22). It is also in this part of the poem that the heroic code is seen to break down: 

in spite of the lavish gifts that Beowulf gives to his followers it is only Wiglaf who comes to his aid (2864-72). 

For more on the different attitudes towards treasure in the two halves of the poem, see Goldsmith, p. 90; Lee, p. 

240 (specifically in the context of gift-giving); and Silber, pp. 5 and 9-12. 
103 It is noted in the glossary to KIV that the phrase hord-weard hæleþa (‘treasure-guardian of heroes’) refers to 

kings, while hord-weard (‘treasure-guardian’) refers to the dragon (p. 398; see ll. 1047a and 1852a for the 

former, and 2293b, 2302b, 2554b and 2593a for the latter).  
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Hrothgar warns Beowulf against becoming too comfortable in his prosperity, like the 

archetypal ruler who grows arrogant: ‘Þinceð him to lytel þæt he lange heold’ (1748) (‘That 

seems too little, which he long held’).104 Alfredian literature, likewise, warns against the 

dangers of worldly luxuries, especially for those in positions of power. 

In contrast to Beowulf, wela is one of the most common words for wealth in Genesis 

A, with four uses as a simplex, and three uses in compounds. This high frequency is 

unsurprising, given the nature of the wealth in Genesis A: it is not the heroic treasure hoard of 

Beowulf but familial household goods. Like ead, wela is modified by the verb bryttian in 

Genesis A, and as with ead, the collocation of these words represents not only the use, 

enjoyment and dispensation of wealth, but also succession to leadership, as in Abraham’s fear 

that his wela will be distributed by his ‘woruldmagas’ (2179b) (‘worldly kinsmen’), rather 

than his own heirs.105 Elsewhere in Genesis A, wela appears in the compound grund-wela, 

which refers to the fertile land that God gives to Adam and Eve: ‘him grundwelan ginne 

sealde’ (957) (‘he gave them expansive earthly-prosperity’).106 It is significant that the Old 

English poet adds this detail about God’s generosity even to those who had broken his 

commandments, when Avitus’s Latin epic, by contrast, emphasises the barren nature of the 

world to which Adam and Eve were banished. In the Historia Spiritalis, God says to Adam: 

‘Exemploque tuo semper tibi terra rebellans / Vepribus ac tribulis armata resistere discet’ 

(III.160-61) (‘Following your example, the earth will be ever rebellious and, armed with 

brambles and thorns, will learn to resist your efforts’).107 The Genesis A-poet shows a more 

merciful God: ‘No hwæðre ælmihtig ealre wolde / Adame and Euan arna ofteon’ (952-53) 

                                                 
104 The manuscript reads ‘to lange’, with ‘to “imperfectly erased”’ (KIV, p. 59).  
105 B-T defines weorold-mæg as: ‘A kinsman according to the flesh’. Doane suggests that woruld-magas 

apparently translates ‘“vernaculus meus”, to indicate that the inheritors are related merely by circumstance 

rather than blood’ (Genesis A: A New Edition, Revised, ed. A. N. Doane, Medieval and Renaissance Texts and 

Studies 435 [Tempe, AZ, 2013], p. 372). If the B-T definition is followed, Abraham fears even blood relations 

inheriting his wealth, implying that only a direct descendant should be entitled to his inheritance. 
106 See below on the language of wealth in the presentation of natural phenomena in The Phoenix.  
107 Peiper, p. 228; Shea, p. 93.  
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(‘However, Almighty God did not wish to entirely deny mercy to Adam and Eve’). In 

Genesis A, as Boyd argues, ‘God as creator is realized as the epitome of the Anglo-Saxon 

king, wisely and liberally distributing gifts’.108 However, the Genesis A-poet is faced with a 

fundamental obstacle in his depiction of the Old Testament God: He does not walk among 

men, in spite of illustrations in Junius 11 which show God, distinguished by a halo, talking to 

Abraham.109 God’s gifts must necessarily be intangible, like wela: he cannot give his loyal 

people frætwe, gestreon and maðm.  

 Wela appears five times in Daniel, equal in frequency to gestreon. The theme of 

obedience to God’s covenant is one which dominates Daniel, and wela has an important role 

to play in the poet’s depiction of how God rewards His faithful and punishes those who break 

the covenant. The first use of wela in Daniel refers to the prosperity which the Israelites 

enjoy in Jerusalem as God’s chosen people: ‘Þenden hie þy rice rædan moston, / burgum 

weoldon, wæs him beorht wela’ (8-9) (‘While they could govern the kingdom, rule the cities, 

their wealth was bright’). Tyler observes that when beorht collocates with frætwe it 

introduces the sense of moral or spiritual brightness.110 The Daniel-poet’s use of the adjective 

with wela could serve a similar moralising function, reminding his readers that while the 

Jews hold God’s covenant their great wealth is blessed. However, this prosperity is 

contingent upon the Israelites’ obedience to God, as the poet reminds his audience in 

ominous tones: ‘Israela eðelweardas / hæfdon lufan, lifwelan, þenden hie let metod’ (55-56) 

(‘the homeland guardians of the Israelites had love, prosperity in life, while the ruler let 

them’).111 God can grant wela, but he can also take it away. After his time as a wild beast, 

Nebuchadnezzar realises that God controls all good and bad things in the world: ‘god sealde 

                                                 
108 Boyd, p. 235. 
109 C. E. Karkov, Text and Picture in Anglo-Saxon England: Narrative Strategies in the Junius 11 Manuscript, 

Cambridge Studies in Anglo-Saxon England 31 (Cambridge, 2001); see p. 84, plate XLIIb. 
110 Tyler, Old English Poetics, p. 92; see above.  
111 B-T, s.v. lif-wela: ‘Riches that confer or possess life, heavenly riches, wealth belonging to this, or to the next, 

life’.  
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gumena gehwilcum / welan swa wite, swa he wolde sylf’ (643-44) (‘God gave to each man 

wealth or woe, as He Himself wanted’).112  

 

 Feoh 

The DOE defines feoh as ‘livestock’, ‘property, wealth, money’ and ‘value, worth, price, fee’. 

I will exclude analysis of those appearances of feoh that refer to livestock. It is also the name 

of the F (‘F’) rune: in the Rune Poem, it seems to refer to general wealth rather than the more 

specific definitions of ‘money’ or ‘fee’ which characterise its use elsewhere (1-3).113  

In Beowulf, feoh is often used in the context of compensation. For example, Hrothgar 

describes how he settles the feud between Beowulf’s father and the Wylfings with feoh: 

 

 Siððan þa fæhðe    feo þingode: 

 sende ic Wylfingum    ofer wæteres hrycg 

 ealde madmas[.] 

 (470-72)  

 

 (Afterwards I settled the feud with wealth: I sent old treasures to the Wylfings over 

 the water’s ridge) (emphasis added).  

 

Feoh also alliterates with fæhð when Hrothgar offers Beowulf treasures if he will kill 

Grendel’s mother: 

 

 Ic þe þa fæhðe    feo leanige, 

 ealdgestreonum,    swa ic ær dyde,  

 wundnan golde,    gyf þu on weg cymest. 

 (1380-82)  

 

 (I will reward you for the feud with wealth, ancient treasures, as I previously did, 

 wound gold, if you come back) (emphasis added).  

 

Brodeur uses these lines as an example of how variation can create ‘a deliberate climactic 

arrangement’, and Stanley Greenfield comments that this ‘sense of climax’ may be 

                                                 
112 Wela and wite also collocate in Genesis B: Adam and Eve are warned that if they disobey God, their wela 

will be replaced with wite (431); similarly, in Precepts, ead-wela and wite represent God’s rewards and 

punishments (19b-20).  
113 See Introduction. 
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accompanied by ‘increasing specificity’.114 Eald-gestreon and wunden gold, variants on feoh, 

provide increasing detail on what material form Beowulf’s reward will take.  

 In these cases, feoh is something to be handed out as a settlement after violence. 

Compensation is also the theme in line 156b, in which Grendel would not accept feoh from 

the Danes, and in the compound feoh-leas (2441a), in which the accidental killing of a 

brother is for Hrethel, the father of the two men, a crime that cannot have compensation. In 

the unsteady peace that is reached between Finn’s men and Hengest’s, both sides are to 

receive the same number of gifts ‘æt feohgyftum’ (1089) (‘at the dispensing of treasure’).115 

Though Finn’s men also receive gifts, the distribution of costly gifts amongst the wronged 

Danes perhaps has connotations of compensation, of giving the warriors what they are owed. 

 Feoh appears in Genesis A and Daniel in the context of plunder (Genesis A 2130a and 

2143b and Daniel 66a). Moreover, it appears in the compound feoh-sceatt, when Daniel 

scorns the bribes that the Babylonians offer him: 

 

 No ic wið feohsceattum    ofer folc bere  

 drihtnes domas,    ne ðe dugeðe can, 

 ac þe unceapunga    orlæg secge[.] 

 (743-45)  

 

 (I do not bear the Lord’s judgements before the people for coin, nor can I do so for 

 your benefit, but I will tell your fate without payment) (emphasis added).  

 

Here, feoh seems to refer specifically to money. The compound feoh-sceatt appears nowhere 

else in the Old English corpus. The Daniel-poet’s use of this word is perhaps motivated by a 

need to emphasise the monetary nature of the transaction that Daniel refuses to take part in.  

 

This chapter has thus far shown that eight words for treasure or wealth in four early Old 

English heroic poems have distinctive qualities, suggesting that they could not simply be used 

                                                 
114 Brodeur, p. 44; Greenfield, The Interpretation of Old English Poems, p. 66. 
115 For an overview of the Finnsburh digression, see Bonjour, pp. 56-63; and Andy Orchard, A Critical 

Companion to Beowulf (Cambridge, 2003), pp. 177-87.  
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interchangeably in order to fulfil the requirements of alliteration. A brief overview of their 

salient characteristics will make this evident. 

 

 Hord 

In Beowulf, defence of the hord is a mark of succession to kingship. The Genesis A-poet, 

however, was unable or unwilling to incorporate this language of kingly treasure into his 

account of the patriarchs bequeathing their ancestral wealth to their heirs. The military and 

kingly connotations of hord are too strong to allow this. These same connotations, however, 

make hord appropriate for the accounts of plunder in the biblical poetry.  

 

 Frætwe 

Frætwe often refers to war equipment, but there is also a clear link between frætwe and 

fertility, as suggested by its etymology. Gifts of war equipment, such as swords or mail-

shirts, can signify that the recipient is being singled out as the next leader of a group of 

people, just as the control or defence of the hord represents kingship in Beowulf.  

 

 Maðm 

Maðm often refers to gifts, but when it does not, there is a sense that it is employed as a fairly 

generic word for treasure. Moreover, maðm clearly falls into the group of treasures identified 

as being associated with kings and loot, such as frætwe, rather than the more peacefully 

gained sort of wealth.  

 

 Sinc 

Sinc, a word used only in verse, is firmly connected to the world of heroic poetry. It is often 

the object of plunder, but is also used in the formula sinces brytta as a referent for kings and 
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leaders, a reminder that control of treasure is a means of marking leadership in all four of the 

poems considered so far. 

 

 Gestreon 

Gestreon is arguably the most amorphous of all the treasure words of this study. It can be 

kingly treasure, household wealth or the sacred vessels of the temple of Jerusalem. In spite of 

this, there are noticeable trends in the way that gestreon is employed across the four poems, 

as it often refers to the wealth of a nation, or ancestral wealth of a family.  

 

 Ead 

Ead most definitely belongs to the group of words denoting general riches, rather than the 

treasure of the king’s hoard. Like other wealth and treasure words, ead is also used to mark 

out the new leader of a group of people.  

 

 Wela 

Wela shares many qualities with ead in that it represents general riches rather than 

identifiable items of treasure than can be plundered and given as gifts. It appears as heritable 

wealth and is also often associated with the prosperity of a nation that is controlled by God, 

particularly in Daniel.  

 

 Feoh 

In the four poems considered so far, feoh tends to carry connotations of compensation, value 

and coined money, distinguishing it from the other seven words.  
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As well as identifying the distinguishing characteristics of these words, this chapter has thus 

far also shown how they can be grouped together. Frætwe, maðm and sinc tend to refer to the 

gifts and treasures that are exchanged between kings and warriors, with the hord representing 

the accumulation of these items. Ead and wela refer more generally to riches. Gestreon can 

be adapted to fit into a number of contexts, mainly through compounding, while feoh seems 

often to refer more specifically to money, payment and compensation.  

 All four poems considered thus far have been of the heroic mode, though they differ 

in the relationships they maintain with the heroic world: Beowulf is at once praising and 

suspicious, while Genesis A insists upon a sometimes doubtful similarity between the 

Israelite tribes and heroic culture. Exodus plays with the gap between mode and message, 

taking the heroic motif of plundering treasure from the enemy and giving it allegorical 

significance that echoes throughout the rest of the poem. Having established the 

characteristics of each word, and the nature of the heroic tradition of early poetry, the next 

section of this chapter will submit the poems of Cynewulf and The Phoenix to similar analysis 

in an attempt to understand how poets writing in a non-heroic mode made use of the 

traditional vocabulary of wealth.  

 

Part Two: Cynewulf’s Signed Poems and The Phoenix 

 

Cynewulf’s signatures are characterised by their reflections on the transience of the things of 

this world, specifically at the Day of Judgement. Using runes to cryptically reveal his 

identity, Cynewulf entreats the reader to look beyond the surface of the text, and likewise 

beyond materialistic reality to the hidden truth of the divine.116 Of all the worldly things to be 

                                                 
116 See T. Birkett, ‘Runes and revelatio: Cynewulf’s Signatures Reconsidered’, RES 65, no. 272 (2014), 771-89, 

especially pp. 778-79.  
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destroyed on Judgement Day, Cynewulf frequently emphasises treasures and wealth. The 

decay of wealth at the end of days is also a theme in The Phoenix, a poem which, according 

to R. D. Fulk, has ‘not unreasonably’ often been associated with Cynewulf’s name.117 

However, both Cynewulf and the Phoenix-poet also make use of the language of wealth to 

describe the supernatural and heavenly. This wealth imagery directs the reader’s attention 

from those earthly treasures which they will inevitably lose at death to a new kind of treasure 

in heaven. Cynewulf and the Phoenix-poet exploit the semantic range of the words ead and 

wela, which, as demonstrated above, encompass both ‘wealth’ and ‘happiness’, to offer a 

vision of heaven in which the rewards of the blessed are at once like and unlike the riches of 

this world. This section will focus on these two words, which Cynewulf and the Phoenix-poet 

employ to represent not only the wealth of this world, but also the happiness of heaven. The 

rhetoric of wealth in these poems is at once a continuation and a re-evaluation of the 

traditional association between wealth and happiness: this group of poems constitutes an 

ideological bridge between the celebration of treasure in very early heroic verse and the 

Alfredian handling of wealth in the late ninth or early tenth century.  

 

Transience in the Signatures 

Cynewulf’s signatures frequently emphasise the transience of treasure, especially in the 

context of the end of days. Frætwe appears in three of the four signatures; in Fates of the 

Apostles (Fates), for example, the ‘læne lices frætwa’ (102a) (‘transitory treasures of the 

body’) disperse, ‘efne swa l toglideð’ (102b) (‘even as water glides away’).118 Frætwe occurs 

twice in the signature to Christ II, in which the destruction of wealth receives extensive 

treatment; Cynewulf describes how at the Day of Judgement the joy of the ‘eorþan frætwa’ 

                                                 
117 Fulk, ‘Cynewulf: Canon, Dialect and Date’, p. 6.  
118 Water and wealth are often associated in the signatures, most notably in Juliana, where l and F are placed 

next to one another (708b): the meaning of this juxtaposition is still unclear (see Elliot, p. 236). 
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(805a) (‘treasures of the earth’) will have fled, and subsequently depicts the burning of both 

frætwe (807b-08a) and eald-gestreon (811b-14).119 Frætwe appears again in the signature to 

Elene in the likeness of fleeting winds:  

 

   F æghwam bið  

 læne under lyfte;     landes frætwe  

 gewitaþ under wolcnum    winde geliccost[.] 

 (1269b-71) 

 

(wealth is on loan to everyone under the sky; the treasures of the land depart under 

the clouds most like wind) (emphasis added).  

 

The Phoenix also includes a passage on the burning of earthly treasures at the day of 

judgement, which features the phrase londes frætwe (503b-08a).120 In a recent article, Hilary 

Fox has unravelled a complex network of associations between the Phoenix-poet’s 

description of the phoenix as a bejewelled artifice crafted by God and the focus at the end of 

the poem on both the restoration of the body at the resurrection and God’s purification of the 

righteous in fire.121 God the craftsman (artifex) becomes God the goldsmith (aurifex) who 

refines his gold (the righteous) in the fires of Judgement Day, as the phoenix burns itself in its 

pyre. This is perhaps the context in which the treasures consumed by the fires of Judgement 

Day not only at the end of The Phoenix, but also in most of Cynewulf’s signatures, should be 

                                                 
119 Cynewulf’s depiction of the end of days is almost certainly influenced by the Book of Revelation: the image 

of fire burning up the earth occurs in Rev. 8.7, with imagery of fire and the sea following in Rev. 8.8. It is 

perhaps significant that there is a reference to a torch in 8.10 (‘facula’), given that runic letter name for ü (‘C’) is 

cen ‘torch’, and the rune appears with this meaning in two of the signatures (Fates and Elene). Cynewulf could 

have also found a source for the destruction of wealth in Rev. 18.17. The motifs of fire and wealth occur 

together in Rev. 3.17-18, but here fire does not destroy wealth. Rather, the gold that is ‘ignitum probatum’ (Rev. 

3.18) (‘fire-tried’) appears to stand in contrast to earthly wealth, and so must arguably signify something 

otherworldly. This is a significant detail, as we will see that Cynewulf contrasts earthly wealth with heavenly 

happiness, using the language of wealth to create this contrast.  
120 See also the burning of Beowulf’s treasures (Beowulf 3010b-15a). Although the Phoenix-poet uses londes 

frætwe earlier in the poem to refer the metaphorical treasures of land, that is, the vegetation of the phoenix’s 

country (150b), the reference to æht-gestreon and gold in this passage (506) suggests that here he uses the 

formula to emphasise the earthly and therefore transient nature of the treasure. See D. G. Calder, ‘The Vision of 

Paradise: A Symbolic Reading of the Old English Phoenix’, ASE 1 (1972), 167-81, p. 170, on the widespread 

use of frætwe in The Phoenix, which often refers to natural phenomena (see ll. 73b, 200b and 309a). 
121 H. E. Fox, ‘The Aesthetics of Resurrection: Goldwork, the Soul, and the Deus artifex in The Phoenix’, RES 

63 (2012), 1-19; see especially pp. 10-15.  
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read. The prevalent imagery of burning gold echoes the purification of the just at the end of 

days, with the wicked melting away like the dross.  

 Treasure is shown to be useless in the eschatological perspective. However, in spite of 

this focus on the temporal nature of treasure, Cynewulf and the Phoenix-poet also use the 

language of treasure to refer to spiritual concepts: for example, in Christ II, Christ is 

‘mægena goldhord’ (787b) (‘gold-hoard of powers’).122 This chapter will now focus on the 

way in which Cynewulf and the Phoenix-poet employ the more malleable words ead and 

wela in these spiritual contexts. 

 

Fates of the Apostles 

Of all the four poems signed by Cynewulf, Fates arguably maintains the closest 

correspondence between the tone of the main body of the poem and the closing signature.123 

As noted above, the signature depicts treasure being destroyed at the end of days: these 

images can be read as echoes of the treasure imagery employed earlier in the poem. The 

death in battle of Simon and Thaddeus, on the same day, is presented as a rejection of earthly 

wealth. These apostles had to:  

 

 sigelean secan,    ond þone soðan gefean, 

 dream æfter deaðe,    þa gedæled wearð 

 lif wið lice,    ond þas lænan gestreon, 

 idle æhtwelan,    ealle forhogodan. 

 (81-84) 

 

(seek the victory reward, and the true joy, gladness after death, when life was 

separated from the body, and they entirely despised transitory wealth, the useless rich 

possessions) (emphasis added).124  

                                                 
122 See also Tyler’s comments on the word gold-hord (‘gold-hoard’) in Elene and the formula frætwe blican 

(‘shining in adornments’), which appears in Christ II and Juliana (Old English Poetics, pp. 29 and 93; see Elene 

l. 790a, Christ II ll. 507b and 522b and Juliana l. 564a).  
123 See Elliot, p. 234.  
124 B-T defines æht-wela as ‘wealth’ or ‘riches’, and the DOE as ‘great riches’ or ‘wealth’. Robert E. Bjork uses 

the phrase ‘hoarded wealth’ (The Old English Poems of Cynewulf, ed. and trans. R. E. Bjork, Dumbarton Oaks 

Medieval Library 23 [Cambridge, MA, 2013], p. 137). The presence of æht- arguably infers the sense 

‘possessions’.  
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Æht-wela here, like gestreon, is evidently of this earth. Elsewhere in Fates, however, wela 

appears in compounds which refer to spiritual wealth. John’s death is described as the 

seeking of ‘swegle dreamas’ (32b) (‘the joys of heaven’) and the heavenly ‘beorhtne 

boldwelan’ (33a) (‘bright dwelling-place of prosperity’).125 Wela is transformed: the idle æht-

wela, useless wealth manifest in possessions, has become the beorht bold-wela, the shining 

prosperity of God’s immaterial kingdom. 

Likewise, the heavenly joys for which Bartholomew loses his life are characterised as 

riches: ‘Him was wuldres dream, / lifwela leofra þonne þas leasan godu’ (48b-49) (‘To him 

the joy of glory, the life-riches, were dearer than those false gods’).126 Why this should be 

‘life-riches’ is unclear, as Bartholomew evidently does not experience these riches until after 

death: it should perhaps be assumed that the ‘life’ in question is the afterlife.127 In Guthlac A, 

a poem thought by Fulk to be ‘perhaps’ earlier than the Cynewulfian group, lif-wela 

collocates with læne (151a) (‘transitory’), suggesting that lif-wela could refer to material 

wealth.128 Given the prevalence of the destruction or despising of earthly wealth elsewhere in 

Fates, Cynewulf perhaps employs this compound in the context of heavenly wealth as a 

means of offering an alternative to the wealth that men must eventually be parted with. By 

                                                 
125 DOE, s.v. botl-wela; bold-wela, definition 1a. ‘referring to the heavenly / earthly paradise; beorht boldwela 

“bright dwelling of prosperity”’; Bjork translates this half line as ‘the bright happy home’ (Poems of Cynewulf, 

p. 133). 
126 Bjork translates lif-wela as ‘the happy life’ (Bjork, Poems of Cynewulf p. 133). There is no clear source for 

Fates and, in any case, Cynewulf’s purpose here differs substantially from the lists of the apostles that were 

available from the fifth century onwards (Sources and Analogues of Old English Poetry: The Major Latin Texts 

in Translation, ed. and trans. M. J. B. Allen and D. G. Calder [Cambridge; Totowa, 1976], pp. 35-36; and D. G. 

Calder, ‘The Fates of the Apostles, the Latin Martyrologies and the Litany of the Saints’, MÆ 44 [1975], 219-24 

[pp. 219-20]). However, in the Breviarium Apostolarum, which Cynewulf may have consulted (Calder and 

Allen, pp. 35-36), there is no allusion to wealth or treasure in the description of Simon’s, John’s, or 

Bartholomew’s deaths, or that of Jude, another name for Thaddeus (Liber Sacramentorum Romanae Aeclesiae 

ordinis anni circuli, ed. L. C. Mohlberg et al. [Rome, 1960], pp. 260-61; Calder and Allen, pp. 38-39). 
127 See B-T, s.v. lif-wela: ‘Riches that confer or possess life, heavenly riches, wealth belonging to this, or to the 

next, life’. 
128 Fulk tentatively groups Guthlac A chronologically with the Old Testament Junius poems, Beowulf and ‘most 

of the riddles’ (‘Cynewulf: Canon, Dialect and Date’, p. 17). In addition to Daniel 56a, quoted above, the only 

other occurrence of lif-wela is in Christ III, where the referent is heavenly wealth (1347a). 
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employing -wela compounds, a word that has as strong connotations of ‘wealth’ as 

‘happiness’, Cynewulf offers a heavenly parallel to the wealth that will and must be lost.129  

 Other studies of Fates reveal this sort of verbal paralleling elsewhere in the poem. 

The reference in the signature section to ‘læne lices frætwa’ (102a) (‘the transitory ornaments 

of the body’) is, as Elliot points out, ‘a clear echo’ of the ‘lænan gestreon’ which Simon and 

Thaddeus are said to scorn.130 Moreover, Daniel Calder argues that line 102 itself is then 

echoed at the end of the poem. He suggests:  

 

these ornaments and wealth that glide away [‘toglideð’ (102b)] are reversed in heaven 

as Christ gilds [‘gildeð’ (119b)] (the word’s associations with wealth are clearly 

intended) the pure with the eternal reward; the eternal rewards (lean [120a]) supplant 

the fleeting (læne) ornaments of the body.131 

 

Dolores Warwick Frese likewise suggests that the verb brucan is used to link and contrast 

earthly wealth, which men enjoy (‘brucaþ’) (99a), and the spiritual homeland open to those 

who make use of (‘bruce’, 114b) a divine spirit.132 This homeland, Calder argues, replaces the 

feoh (‘money’, ‘wealth’), represented by F, that men must be parted from.133 The poet 

rearranges the letters of his name so that F is the first in the sequence, but he offers his reader 

a clue as to the correct position of the letter: ‘F þær on ende standeþ’ (98b) (‘Wealth stands 

there at the end’). Frese is right to characterise this statement about feoh as ‘gnomic’, 

although it is perhaps not as cryptic as it first appears.134  The wealth that remains at the end 

is arguably not that which men enjoy on earth, but the reflection of that wealth, the reward of 

heaven, or perhaps that which remains after the purification by fire, representing the just.  

                                                 
129 Brodeur holds that when religious poets use -wela compounds, it is usually to refer ‘disparagingly’ to earthly 

wealth in contrast to that of heaven; however, he notes that there are certain exceptions, including bold- lif- and 

ead-wela (p. 268). 
130 Elliot, p. 234.  
131 D. G. Calder, Cynewulf, Twayne’s English Authors 327 (Boston, 1981), p. 39. Birkett moreover stresses that 

the lean of l. 120a is ‘unhwilen’, ‘lit. not-temporary’ (p. 781). 
132 D. W. Frese, ‘The Art of Cynewulf’s Runic Signatures’, in Anglo-Saxon Poetry: Essays in Appreciation: For 

John C. McGalliard, ed. L. E. Nicholson and D. W. Frese (Notre Dame, IN; London, 1975), pp. 312-34 (p. 

322). 
133 Calder, Cynewulf, p. 38.  
134 Frese, p. 322. 
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 In Fates, then, Cynewulf appears to be taking advantage of the nuances of wela to 

depict heavenly wealth in similar terms to that wealth which men must be parted from. This 

is in keeping with his use of verbal parallelism elsewhere in the poem, which likewise sets up 

‘analogies’, as Calder argues, ‘between the human and the divine only to reverse them in 

order to point to the ironic distance which separates these realms.’135 The lif-wela of heaven 

is at once similar to and different from the æht-wela and other transitory treasures that are to 

be despised and rejected. Moreover, because wela need not be employed metaphorically to 

refer to an abstract concept such as the happiness of heaven, the lif-wela to which the Apostle 

Bartholomew commits himself is as real as any happiness that men experience on earth.  

  

Elene 

Unlike Fates, the narrative body of Elene does not place great emphasis on the worthlessness 

of earthly treasure, in spite of the description of the decay of wealth in the signature, perhaps 

because of the poem’s preoccupation with the physical crosses and nails. If anything, the 

main section of the poem seems to emphasise the value and beauty of earthly ornamentation. 

The cross that appears in a vision to Constantine is ‘frætwum beorht’ (‘bright with 

treasures’), ‘golde gelenged’ (‘adorned with gold’), bearing ‘gimmas’ (‘gems’) that glisten 

(88b-90), and Constantine is a ‘sinces brytta’ (194b) (‘distributor of treasure’), an epithet 

fitting for the martial tone which pervades not only the scene of his military success, but 

indeed the poem as a whole.136 Indeed, it is particularly significant, given the military tone of 

the poem, that in the meditation on transience Cynewulf recalls a horse ‘wirum gewlenced’ 

(1263a) (‘exalted with wire ornaments’).137 Helena herself gives valuable gifts over the 

course of the poem: the bridle made out of the nails of the Cross which Helena orders to be 

                                                 
135 Calder, Cynewulf, pp. 40-41. 
136 See Elliot, p. 242.  
137 Elliot, p. 242.  
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‘frætwan’ (1198b) (‘adorned’), given to her son, and the ‘sincweorðunga’ (1218a) (‘costly 

treasures’) which she bestows upon Judas Cyriacus.138 The buried crosses themselves are 

referred to as a gold-hord (790a).139 The crosses, hidden beneath the ground, are in literal 

terms a sort of gold-hord: however, it is salvation, that which the crosses, specifically the 

True Cross, represent that is the true gold-hord, and it is towards this that Cynewulf directs 

his readers’ attention at the end of the poem. 140 Indeed, despite the attention given to the 

ornamentation of the physical Cross with precious jewels (1022b-26a), Catherine A. Regan 

argues that Cynewulf values the Cross as a symbol, rather than as a relic.141 The word gold-

hord in this case has both literal and metaphorical significance, and this verbal contrasting of 

the earthly and the divine is reminiscent of the treatment of wealth language in Fates. 

Moreover, there is a correspondence between the invitation to look beyond the material gold-

hord to discover the spiritual one, and the signatures’ revelatory quality, with their runes 

which at once disguise and disclose.142 

 Elene, then, contrasts with Fates in that in this poem, Cynewulf seems to 

acknowledge the beauty and usefulness of treasure, as an adornment for relics, for example; 

however, these treasures are inferior to what they represent. In the signature, Cynewulf 

reminds his readers that all decorations are subject to decay: the symbol, not the relic, 

remains. At the very end of the poem, he describes the eternal joys of heaven open to the 

blessed: ‘Moton þonne siðþan sybbe brucan, / eces eadwelan’ (1315-16a) (‘After that they 

                                                 
138 There is no existing source for Elene but Cynewulf’s source is held to closely resemble the Acta Quiriaci in 

the Acta Sanctorum, the Inventio Sanctae Crucis and the narrative in the Sanctuarium seu Vitae Sanctorum; the 

Acta Quiriaci is usually thought to be the closest (Calder and Allen, p. 59). The Acta Quiriaci (Acta Sanctorum, 

Maius, Tom. I, ed. G. Henschenius and D. Papebrochius [Antwerp, 1680], pp. 445-48) gives much attention to 

the adornment of the Cross, uses the language of wealth to describe the nails and observes that Helena gives 

many gifts (Calder and Allen, pp. 66-68, §11-12 and 14).  
139 Brodeur sees the use of gold-hord here, and in Christ II 787b, as ‘inappropriate’ (p. 261).  
140 See Elene ll. 894-97 on the celebration of Christ’s gift of salvation.  
141 See ll. 677b-82a; C. A. Regan, ‘Evangelicalism as the Informing Principle of Cynewulf’s Elene’, in The 

Cynewulf Reader, ed. Bjork, pp. 251-80 (originally appeared in Traditio 54 [1973], 27-52). Regan maintains 

that the discovery of the Cross is a symbol of each man’s own individual, spiritual discovery (p. 276; see ll. 

961b-66).  
142 See Birkett, pp. 776-79.  
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may enjoy peace, eternal ead-wela’). Ead-wela is a difficult compound to translate, not least 

because the overlapping semantic range of ead and wela make it a seemingly tautological 

compound.143 Bjork chooses ‘well-being’, which renders the compound nature of the word 

superfluous, as both ead and wela could indicate ‘well-being’ as simplexes. 144 In any case, 

ead-wela is presented as an alternative to the earthly treasures that must pass away ‘winde 

geliccost’ (1271b) (‘most like wind’). It can be understood literally as ‘happiness’ or, as 

Bjork suggests, ‘well-being’, but the reader or listener would no doubt also have been 

conscious of the connotations of material, earthly riches.  

 

Christ II: The Ascension    

Christ as a leader is a dominant image in Christ II. At the very beginning of the poem Christ 

is his apostles’ sinc-gyfa (460a) (‘treasure-giver’), an epithet which situates Him very much 

in heroic, earthly terms.145 Later in the poem the -gyfa epithet undergoes several 

transformations, with the modifying element referring not to treasure, but to the intangible 

benefits conferred upon humanity by Christ’s sacrifice. In this transformation, Cynewulf 

appropriates a compound which is traditionally used to refer to a giver of treasure, the leader 

of a war-band, using it to refer to Christ, who gives not (only) earthly treasure but gifts of far 

greater value.146  

 Traditional heroic -gyfa compounds include beag-gyfa (‘ring-giver’), gold-gyfa 

(‘gold-giver’) and maþm-gyfa (‘treasure-giver’). In Christ II, before the ascension, Christ is 

                                                 
143 DOE, s.v. ead-wela: ‘blessedness, happiness, prosperity’; B-T, s.v. ead-wela: ‘happy weal, riches, happiness, 

blessedness’.  
144 Bjork, Poems of Cynewulf, p. 235. 
145 The compound appears on three occasions in Beowulf (1012a, 1342a, 2311a), once in Guthlac B (1352b) and 

once in the Battle of Maldon (278a). See Brodeur, who notes that this compound can apply to both the earthly 

lord and heavenly Lord (p. 259).   
146 This motif of Christ as a gift-giver could have been drawn from Gregory the Great’s homily on the 

Ascension (Homily 29 in the Forty Homilies on the Gospel), which details the various gifts that Christ gave to 

men, i.e., to one, wisdom, to another, virtues (see Calder and Allen, pp. 79-80, §10). 
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sinc-gyfa, and afterwards, wil-gyfa (537a) (‘giver of what is desirable’),147 feorh-gyfa (556a) 

(‘life-giver’) and, most notably for the current purpose ead-gyfa (546a) (‘happiness-giver’ or 

‘wealth-giver’).148 Aside from its appearance in Christ II, wil-gyfa appears only in Elene, 

referring to Constantine (221a) and in The Phoenix referring to God (465a). This is an 

epithet, therefore, that can be applied to both mortal men and God: desirable things, as 

represented by wil-, are distributed by both earthly and heavenly lords. By applying this 

epithet to Christ after the ascension, Cynewulf demonstrates that although Christ has been a 

part of the temporal world, distributing treasure, he has now begun to transcend this world. 

His apostles no longer receive treasure from their Lord, but the less tangible ‘desirable 

things’. The heroic relationship between the band of men and the generous lord is, however, 

maintained.  

 This transformation from earthly treasure-giver to divine distributor of unspecified 

benefits is reiterated in Cynewulf’s choice of ead-gyfa, around ten lines on (546a). The only 

other place where ead-gyfa occurs in the extant corpus is in Andreas, with reference to Christ 

or God in the formula engla ead-gyfa (‘happiness- / wealth-giver of angels’).149 Brodeur 

notes that religious poets such as Cynewulf can either apply existing compounds inherited 

from secular poetry to God or Christ, as in the case of sinc- and wil-gyfa, or they can combine 

‘the traditional base word with limiting words appropriate only, or primarily, to the concept 

“God” or “Christ”’.150 Ead appears to be just such a limiting word, in that ead-gyfa only 

appears with reference to God and Christ. However, as we have seen, ead can refer to secular 

                                                 
147 B-T, s.v. wil-gifa: ‘a giver of what is desirable, a giver of good’.  
148 DOE, s.v. ead-gyfa: ‘giver of happiness’; B-T, s.v. ead-gifa: ‘giver of prosperity or happiness’.  
149 As the Andreas-poet seems to have been influenced by Cynewulf’s poetry, Andreas is not a reliable source 

for the referents of the compound outside of Cynewulf’s use (A. Orchard, ‘Both Style and Substance: The Case 

for Cynewulf’, in Anglo-Saxon Styles, ed. C. E. Karkov and G. Hardin Brown [New York, 2003], pp. 271-305 

[pp. 288-90]; on the Andreas-poet’s use of Cynewulf’s poetry see, more recently, A. Orchard, ‘The Originality 

of Andreas’, in Old English Philology, ed. Neidorf, Pascual and Shippey, pp. 331-70 [pp. 358-70 for Appendix 

2, on the Andreas-poet’s borrowings]). Ead-gyfa also alliterates with engel in Christ II, though it is modified by 

the genitive plural ‘eorla’.  
150 Brodeur, p. 259. 
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wealth as well as divine blessings. As such, the Christ of Christ II is not only the distributor 

of heavenly happiness, the ultimate gift, but is simultaneously presented in the terms of an 

earthly lord who distributes material wealth: this reading is arguably made viable in Christ II 

because Cynewulf had previously referred to Christ as a sinc-gyfa and wil-gyfa. In this way, 

as can be seen elsewhere in his poetry, Cynewulf at once draws parallels between earthly and 

heavenly things while at the same time showing the distance between them.151 The nature of 

the happiness that Christ gives to his followers is defined by the epithet feorh-gyfa, the final -

gyfa compound in the poem: the life referred to is the eternal life made available to man 

through Christ’s sacrifice. In this compound, feorh becomes a kind of treasure, a gift which 

can be bestowed. 

 In the case of ead-gyfa, therefore, ead acts almost as a transitional element between 

the sinc of the earthly sinc-gyfa and the feorh of the Saviour who gives life, which is fitting, 

given that the poem depicts Christ Himself in a state of transition between earth and heaven. 

The epithet allows readers to view Christ in the light of an earthly giver of treasure, while at 

the same time leading them to the conclusion that the gifts the Son of God gives are far 

greater than that.  

 

Juliana 

The rich symbolism in Juliana depicts the opposition between good and evil.152 The motif of 

material wealth serves as a symbol of the fundamental earthliness of the pagan Eleusius, and 

Juliana’s rejection of this wealth represents her preference for the heavenly life over the 

mortal.153 At the end of the poem, shortly before the characteristically apocalyptic signature 

section, Cynewulf describes how Eleusius and his men are all drowned at sea, and ‘helle 

                                                 
151 Calder, Cynewulf, pp. 40-41. 
152 See Elliot, p. 235, and E. R. Anderson, Cynewulf: Structure, Style and Theme in His Poetry (Rutherford; 

London, 1983), p. 100.  
153 See Calder, Cynewulf, p. 87.  
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sohton’ (682b) (‘sought hell’): there, they do not expect any of the former ‘feohgestealda’ 

(685b) (‘possession of riches’).154 This, as Calder argues, is ‘the logical resolution of the 

treasure motif’.155 Treasure, representative of the pagans’ bloodthirsty dominion on earth, is 

shown to have no permanence, and the pagans are moreover denied the spiritual riches of 

heaven which we encountered in Fates and Christ II. While Cynewulf builds parallels 

between the earthly and heavenly life, only to show the superiority of the latter, he describes 

hell as being unlike an earthly hall in which gifts are exchanged (686b-88a).  

 Much of the language which refers to literal wealth occurs in Cynewulf’s description 

of Eleusius’s riches in the earlier part of the poem which, as Donald G. Bzdyl notes, is an 

embellishment of the Latin Vita.156 For example, Eleusius is described as ‘æhtwelig’ (18a) 

(‘rich in possessions’), ‘goldspedig’ (39a) (‘prosperous in gold) and the defender of 

‘hordgestreon’ (22a) (‘hoarded treasure’). However, Juliana scorns his ‘maþþumgesteald’ 

(36b) (‘treasure’), his ‘feohgestreon / under hordlocan’ (42b-43a) (‘costly treasures / within a 

treasure chest’) and his ‘hyrsta unrim’ (‘countless ornaments’) (43b). Cynewulf uses this 

treasure motif to symbolise Juliana’s rejection of earthly things.157  

 Cynewulf tends to employ words typically used for material treasure in his depiction 

of Eleusius’s wealth, such as æht, feoh, hord, hyrst, maðm or gestreon, rather than ead or 

wela.158 However, he does use ead as part of a compound to refer not directly to Eleusius’s 

                                                 
154 Elliot argues that this prior connection between wealth and water makes sense of the otherwise confusing 

juxtaposition of the l and F runes in the signature (p. 236). The Acta of Juliana (Acta Sanctorum, Februarius, 

Tom. II, ed. J. Bollandus and G. Henschenius [Antwerp, 1658], pp. 873-77), a legend of the saint that is believed 

to be very closely related to the source that Cynewulf used (Calder and Allen, p. 121 and Juliana, ed. R. Woolf 

[London, 1955], pp. 11-17), features no treasure imagery at this point (Calder and Allen, p. 132, III §22). 
155 Calder, Cynewulf, p. 100. 
156 Bzdyl notes that the Latin version of the legend ‘never explicitly refers to the prefect’s riches’ (D. G. Bzdyl, 

‘Juliana: Cynewulf’s Dispeller of Delusion’, in The Cynewulf Reader, ed. Bjork, pp. 193-206 [p. 200] 

[originally appeared in NM 86 (1985), 165-75]), though there is a very brief reference to the gifts that he gives 

to Emperor Maximianus (Calder and Allen, p. 123, I §1). 
157 Bzdyl argues that Juliana’s rejection of the treasure represents her rejection of avarice: he identifies her 

disregard for the well-being of her flesh as a representation of her rejection of gluttony, and her rejection of the 

devil a representation of her rejection of pride (pp. 200-02).  
158 Though see wela in 76a, referring to the wealth with which Juliana is supposed to honour the false gods. 

Eleusius is also referred to as welig: e.g., æht-welig as quoted above and in 33a.  
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wealth but to his offer of marriage. Affricanus instructs his daughter that she should not reject 

her suitor’s ‘ece eadlufan’ (104a) (‘eternal rich love’).159 Given the emphasis that the poet 

places on Eleusius’s wealth, it may be that ead here has connotations of riches rather than, or 

as well as, happiness or blessedness. Following this, Cynewulf refers to Juliana with the 

formulaic ‘seo eadge’ (105a) (‘the blessed one’), as he does on numerous occasions in the 

poem.160 As Calder argues, the irony in this contrast ‘seems deliberate’.161 Through this 

polyptoton, Cynewulf highlights the wide gulf between the two poles of meaning embraced 

by ead, and so contrasts the riches of Eleusius and Juliana.  

 Ead also occurs three times in the compound ead-gyfu, ‘gift of happiness, grace’ 

(276a, 502a, 563a).162 In this case, ead refers to heavenly happiness, or blessedness, rather 

than riches, contrasting sharply with the ead-lufe that Juliana rejects. In l. 502a, it refers to 

God’s gift of life in Paradise to Adam and Eve, with the variant ‘beorhtne boldwela’ (502-

03a).163 Bold-wela often refers to Paradise, especially when alliterating with beorht.164 In a 

poem in which the possession of earthly wealth is a symbol of worldliness and heathenism, it 

cannot be a coincidence that the joys of heaven are described in terms that are both like and, 

fundamentally, unlike the material prosperity of this earth.  

 It has already been established that Juliana is a highly symbolic poem: moreover, 

Joseph Wittig has argued for a figural reading of the poem which, according to Elliot, could 

be seen as ‘a paradigm for all four [signed] poems’.165 As Bzdyl points out, in a figural 

                                                 
159 DOE, s.v. ead-lufe: ‘love, affection’; B-T, s.v. ead-lufe: ‘happiness of love’. Calder translates this compound 

as ‘blessed love’ or ‘rich love’ (Cynewulf, p. 88), while Bjork chooses ‘blessed affection’ (Old English Poems of 

Cynewulf, p. 85). 
160 See also 130a and 627b; moreover, Rosemary Woolf suggests emendation of the manuscript ‘ic ead mæg’ at 

352a to ead-mægden, ‘blessed maiden’ (p. 37). See also ead-hreðige, ‘blessedly triumphant’ in Juliana l. 257a 

and Elene l. 266. 
161 Calder, Cynewulf, p. 88.  
162 DOE, s.v. ead-gyfu; Woolf offers ‘(gift of) grace’ in her glossary (p. 64).  
163 In his translation of these lines, Bjork translates ead-gyfu as ‘gift of prosperity’ (Poems of Cynewulf, p. 113). 

There is no language of wealth to prompt this choice of word in the Acta (Calder and Allen, p. 126, II §6). 
164 DOE, s.v. botl-wela; bold-wela, definition 1a. ‘referring to the heavenly / earthly paradise; beorht boldwela 

“bright dwelling of prosperity”’. 
165 Joseph Wittig, ‘Figural Narrative in Cynewulf’s Juliana’, ASE 4 (1975), 37-55; Elliot, p. 233.  
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reading both the referent and the thing that stands for it must be real.166 Bzdyl offers a reading 

of the poem in which the true reality of God’s grace and the true fortunes of his followers are 

revealed as events unfold, while the delusion of the pagans’ fortune and superiority gradually 

disappears.167 The fate of Eleusius and his men is a final indication of the immateriality of the 

‘apparent benefits men seem to enjoy on earth.’168 The point of Bzdyl’s argument is that 

Cynewulf understands the spiritual not as something separate and distinct from our own 

reality, but in fact reality itself, with much of our perceptible world only delusion.  

 It is now worth considering how this argument affects the reading of ead and wela in 

Cynewulf’s signed poems. We have seen that in spite of his repeated rejection of wealth as 

fleeting, Cynewulf often uses ead and wela to represent spiritual concepts, such as heaven or 

Paradise. Ead and wela can refer not only to wealth but also happiness. Cynewulf exploits the 

traditional correspondence between these two concepts but at the same time undermines it, as 

heavenly happiness is shown to be worth so much more than earthly wealth. This rhetoric of 

wealth and happiness functions so effectively because Cynewulf does not have to employ ead 

and wela metaphorically when he is talking about heavenly happiness. To return to Bzdyl’s 

argument, therefore, the use of ead and wela in heavenly or spiritual contexts allows 

Cynewulf to present a wholly real image of these heavenly and spiritual concepts. This is not 

symbolic wealth, but real happiness.  

 

The Phoenix 

The Phoenix shares many of the concerns of Cynewulf’s signed poems, and immediately 

succeeds Juliana in the Exeter Book. In his discussion of this poem, Calder argues: 

‘Whenever we choose earthly objects, no matter how beautiful, to represent the reality of 

                                                 
166 Bzdyl, p. 194. 
167 Bzdyl, pp. 194-99. 
168 Bzdyl, p. 205. 
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heaven, the edges of the symbol inevitably tend to blur as if in negation or denial of the very 

realities they supposedly symbolize.’169 Ead and wela have the benefit of referring literally to 

both ‘earthly objects’ and the abstract concepts of happiness or well-being, adding an element 

of reality to depictions of heaven and spiritual concepts which is impossible to achieve when 

employing solely earthly objects as symbols, as Calder argues.  

 The fantastic country of the phoenix is often described with the language of wealth. 

Exotic vegetation and the bird’s own plumage become comprehensible in the traditional 

poetic terms of adornment; for example, the fruits of the trees are ‘holtes frætwe’ (73b) 

(‘adornments of the wood’).170 However, the poet uses also uses wealth imagery when 

describing the fertility of this world: as a parallel to the regeneration of the phoenix, he 

describes the cycle of harvest and regrowth: 

 

                            Of þam wæstmum sceal 

 eorla eadwela     eft alædan 

 þurh cornes gecynd,    þe ær clæne bið 

 sæd onsawen.   Þonne sunnan glæm 

 on lenctenne,    lifes tacen, 

 weceð woruldgestreon,    þæt þa wæstmas beoð 

 þurh agne gecynd    eft acende, 

 foldan frætwe. 

 (250b-57a)  

 

(From those fruits will be drawn the rich wealth of men, through to the nature of the 

corn, which is sown before as pure seed. Then the sun’s gleam in the spring, the sign 

                                                 
169 Calder, ‘Vision of Paradise’, p. 179. 
170 Calder, ‘Vision of Paradise’, p. 170; cf. ‘divite silva’ (l. 79) (‘rich wood’) in the Latin source, Lactantius’s 

De Ave Phoenice (Lactanti De Ave Phoenice: With Introduction, Text, Translation and Commentary, ed. and 

trans. M. C. Fitzpatrick [Ph. D. Thesis, University of Pennsylvania, 1933]; the translation here is my own, in 

preference to Fitzpatrick’s ‘fruitful wood’); see also ‘torhte frætwe’ (200b) (‘bright adornments’), referring to 

the materials from which the phoenix builds its nest; the description of the phoenix, especially ll. 299b-309; and 

the description of the rising sun (90-96a and 116b-19). Fox argues that this bejewelled phoenix recalls elements 

of Anglo-Saxon metalwork, such as eyes made of glass or gems (‘Aesthetics of Resurrection’, pp. 3-4). Earl R. 

Anderson notes that the poet imagines the phoenix as ‘a unique artistic creation’, crafted like a work of art (E. R. 

Anderson, ‘Old English Poetic Texts and their Latin Sources: Iconicity in Cædmon’s Hymn and The Phoenix’, 

in The Motivated Sign: Iconicity in Language and Literature 2, ed. O. Fischer and M. Nänny [Amsterdam, 

2000], pp. 109-32 [p. 127]). This imagery of wealth is also a feature of De Ave Phoenice, in which the bird itself 

is made up of ivory, gold, emeralds and other jewels (ll. 135-42). On the repetition of frætwe in The Phoenix, 

which in some cases appears to contribute to the allegory of the poem and in some seems incidental, see Tyler, 

Old English Poetics, pp. 143-45.  
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of life, wakes the world-treasure, so that those fruits are through their own nature 

born again, the adornments of the earth) (emphasis added).171 

 

Vegetal regeneration is presented in presented in terms of the earth offering up its 

treasures.172 As was explored in the first section of this chapter, in early heroic poetry 

treasure is often associated with the continuation of the bloodline, which is manifested in the 

inheritance of precious heirlooms. In The Phoenix, too, treasure represents rebirth.  

  As the poem continues and the full allegorical significance of the phoenix is 

expounded, it is revealed that this earthly regeneration is secondary to the regeneration 

offered to mankind through salvation.173 In this later section of the poem, the saved 

resurrected are described travelling to heaven ‘fægere gefrætwed, fugle gelicast, / in 

eadwelum æþelum stencum’ (585-86) (‘fairly adorned, most like a bird, / in rich wealth, with 

noble scents’). This ead-wela represents not the temporary fruits of this earth but the 

blessedness of heaven.174 The souls of the just are reunited with their restored bodies, 

travelling ‘fugle gelicast’ (‘most like a bird’). Fox argues that this comparison could simply 

reflect the flight of the just, or it could equally refer to ‘the decoration of the soul and body 

being most like the phoenix’s gem-like plumage.’175 The adornments of the resurrected 

bodies (591-94a and 602-10) can perhaps be understood as the replacement of the lost wealth 

of this world, destroyed in the Judgement Day fires: they represent the purified gold which 

remains after the dross has been burned. There is both continuity and transformation in the 

                                                 
171 The manuscript reads ‘ead wela’ in l. 251 (The Exeter Book, ed. G. P. Krapp and E. V. K. Dobbie, ASPR 3 

[London, 1936], p. 101).  
172 This section is additional to the parallel section of Lactantius’s poem; it may represent the Anglo-Saxon 

poet’s response to Lactantius’s comparison of the phoenix’s transformation from worm into bird with the 

development of a butterfly out of a chrysalis (ll. 105-06).  
173 See especially ll. 512b-14a which arguably suggests that, like the phoenix, the resurrected dead are reunited 

with their erstwhile body on Judgement Day.  
174 Wela and ead also occur in like phrases to describe, respectively, the phoenix’s country and the Paradise in 

which Adam and Eve dwelt: ‘ne welan onsyn’ (55b) (‘no lack of wealth’) and ‘þær him nænges wæs /eades 

onsyn’ (397b-98a) (‘where there was no lack of wealth for them’). Lactantius similarly notes that there is no 

desire for wealth in the phoenix’s land (l. 17). 
175 As Fox notes, restored bodies are depicted as constructed from glass and precious metals in Christ III, ll. 

1281b-84 and Vercelli Homily IV.157-60, and The Phoenix refers to the riches with which the saved are 

adorned (see ll. 602-10; Fox, ‘Aesthetics of Resurrection’, pp. 12-13 and 15). 
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comparison and contrast of the blessings of earth and heaven, something that, as will be seen, 

often occurs in the Alfredian corpus. 

 In his depiction of the apocalypse, the Phoenix-poet, like Cynewulf, describes the 

destruction of material wealth, thus emphasising the elevation of those who scorned it in 

favour of the true faith:  

  

  Weorþeð anra gehwylc 

 forht on ferþþe,    þonne fyr briceð 

 læne londwelan,    lig eal þigeð 

 eorðan æhtgestreon,    æpplede gold 

 gifre forgripeð,    grædig swelgeð 

 londes frætwe. 

 (503b-08a)  

 

(Each one will become fearful in spirit when fire destroys the loaned wealth of the 

land, [when] flame consumes all the precious possessions of the earth, eagerly grasps 

the balls of gold, greedily swallows the treasures of the land) (emphasis added). 

 

While earthly wealth is læne, the wela and ead of Paradise endure.176 The connotations of 

‘wealth’ which echo in ead and wela even when describing Paradise satisfy the loss of the 

læne lond-wela.  

 

Conclusion 

The signed poems of Cynewulf and The Phoenix represent a seminal transition in the 

development of Anglo-Saxon poetry. Though the poetry that probably precedes this period, 

such as Beowulf and the Old Testament Junius poems, is undoubtedly Christian, there is little 

engagement with things not of this world. Cynewulf and the Phoenix-poet take the language 

of this heroic world and apply it not only to narratives that take place among men, but to 

descriptions of supernatural places and beings. It is written into Old English poetic diction 

that wealth is a mark of worth: a good leader is a sinces brytta, the contents of a hord, literal 

                                                 
176 See also woruld-wela in l. 480, which the Christian rejects in favour of their Lord.  
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or otherwise, are usually valuable and the earth is beautifully gefrætwad (Phoenix 116b) 

(‘adorned’) with natural features. The material with which Cynewulf and the Phoenix-poet 

were working, therefore, presupposed the fittingness of wealth language for heaven, ‘þære 

halgan byrg’ (Christ II 461b) (‘the holy stronghold’), and its denizens. Cynewulf and the 

Phoenix-poet adapt this traditional language by applying it metaphorically, or by adapting 

existing compounds from the poetic corpus to suit their explicitly religious purposes.177 The 

words ead and wela allow the poets to contrast the wealth of earth and of heaven by gesturing 

to their superficial likeness, but shattering this illusion with the revelation of the vast 

difference that stands between them.   

 Cynewulf’s poems and The Phoenix emphasise the inevitable passing of earthly 

wealth. The traditional association between wealth and happiness is not upheld in the 

depiction of material treasures. However, this association is, ironically, kept alive in the use 

of ead and wela in heavenly or spiritual contexts. Though readers are not meant to believe 

that literal wealth exists in heaven, the connotations of wealth cannot be entirely excised. In 

the least likely of places, we discover an implicit homage to the traditional Anglo-Saxon 

belief in the inherent goodness of the possession of wealth. In the following chapters on the 

Alfredian corpus, this thesis will build on the observations made here about the language of 

wealth in early Old English verse to explore the vocabulary with which these late ninth- or 

early tenth-century translations describe literal and heavenly riches. The traditional 

association between wealth and worth, witnessed in the early poetry, is transformed in the 

new and untested medium of literary, vernacular prose.  

 

                                                 
177 On the application and adaptation of traditional compounds to denote heavenly joys, see Brodeur, p. 268. 
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Chapter Two 

Gregory the Great in Translation: Using Wealth Wisely 

 

In the late ninth century, two influential works by Gregory the Great, the Dialogi and the 

Regula Pastoralis, were translated into Old English; since their composition in the ninth 

century both translations have been associated with King Alfred and his scholarly circle.1 The 

former consists of a dialogue between Gregory and Peter the Deacon concerning the miracles 

of various Italian saints, often in a monastic setting, while the latter represents Gregory’s rule 

for the correct manner of episcopal life and leadership. The Dialogi and Regula Pastoralis, 

therefore, correspond roughly to the contemplative and active sides of life which Gregory 

found, to his disappointment, necessary for those in positions of ecclesiastical authority: the 

Dialogi largely reflects ascetic ideals, while the Regula Pastoralis deals with the 

practicalities of pastoral care. At the beginning of the Dialogues, Gregory wistfully recalls his 

life in the monastery, where he could contemplate lofty matters, without the distraction of 

worldly responsibilities:  

 

infelix quippe animus meus occupationis suae pulsatus vulnere meminit qualis 

aliquando in monasterium fuit, quomodo ei labentia cuncta subter erant, quantum 

rebus omnibus quae volvuntur eminebat[.] 

 

                                                 
1 On knowledge of Gregory’s works in Anglo-Saxon England, see M. Lapidge, The Anglo-Saxon Library 

(Oxford, 2006), pp. 176, 181, 209-12, 232, 235, 239, 241, 258-59, 270; and his ‘Asser’s Reading’, in Alfred the 

Great, ed. Reuter, pp. 27-47 (p. 35), for evidence that Asser knew the Regula Pastoralis, Dialogi and Moralia in 

Iob. The Anglo-Latin Vita of Gregory testifies to his popularity among Anglo-Saxons; the great veneration in 

which Gregory was held is related to his status as the “apostle” of the English, being responsible (if indirectly) 

for their conversion (see The Earliest Life of Gregory the Great, ed. and trans. B. Colgrave [Lawrence, KS, 

1968], pp. 82-83; and HE II.1). Moreover, as Anlezark has observed, Gregory brought to the English not only 

Christianity but, by extension, literacy, meaning that he has special significance for Anglo-Saxon learning (D. 

Anlezark, ‘Gregory the Great: Reader, Writer and Read’, in The Church and Literature, ed. P. D. Clarke and C. 

Methuen, Studies in Church History 48 [Woodbridge, 2012], pp. 12-34 [p. 25]; see also, A. J. Frantzen, King 

Alfred, Twayne’s English Author Series 425 [Boston, 1986], p. 25). An Old English translation of part of Book 

IV of the Dialogi can also be found in Napier Homily I; Daniel Thomas observes that this translation is more 

free and more fluent than the complete Old English translation, and a ‘more rhetorically effective vernacular 

text’ (D. Thomas, ‘Rewriting Gregory the Great: The Prison Analogy in Napier Homily I’, RES 68 [2017], 203-

23 [p. 212]).  
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(With my unhappy soul languishing under a burden of distractions, I recall those 

earlier days in the monastery where all the fleeting things of time were in a world 

below me, and I could rise far above the vanities of life).2 

 

However, despite his longing for the contemplative life in his writings, Gregory recognises 

that it is imperative that those with the requisite skills do not shun positions of power: 

 

Qua enim mente is qui proximis profuturus enitesceret, utilitati ceterorum secretum 

proponit suum, quando ipse summi Patris unigenitus, ut multis prodesset, de sinu 

Patris egressus est ad publicum nostrum? 

 

(Indeed, what disposition of mind is revealed in him, who could perform conspicuous 

public benefit on coming to his task, but prefers his own privacy to the benefit of 

others, seeing that the Only-Begotten of the Supreme Father came forth from the 

bosom of His Father into our midst, that He might benefit many?)3 

 

Gregory’s belief in the importance of a stable worldly society, even, or perhaps especially, 

when one’s attention is firmly fixed on heaven, is an ideology which, I will argue, resonates 

throughout the Alfredian corpus.4 As Anlezark argues: 

 

One of the things which made Alfred ‘great’ like Gregory was that he was able to 

achieve the balance between the demands made on the ruler with those made on the 

human soul, the ruler properly understanding the emptiness of worldly glory while 

nevertheless working to build a Christian society.5 

 

Wealth is an integral aspect of carrying out worldly duties if one holds a position of power, as 

Alfred and Gregory did. As long as one understands ‘the emptiness of worldly glory’, wealth 

can be a useful tool for the worldly side of life.6 

 

                                                 
2 Dialogi I; Gregorii Magni Dialogi, ed. U. Moricca (Rome, 1924), p. 14; translation from Gregory I, 

Dialogues, ed. and trans. O. J. Zimmermann (Washington, DC, 1959), pp. 3-4. Parenthetical references are to 

dialogue (and chapter, where appropriate). 
3 Regula Pastoralis (RP) I.5; Gregory I, Règle Pastorale, ed. B. Judic and F. Rommel, trans. C. Morel, 2 vols, 

Sources Chrétiennes 381-82 (Paris, 1992), I, p. 148, ll. 53-56; translation from Gregory I, Pastoral Care, ed. and 

trans. H. Davis, Ancient Christian Writers 11 (Westminster, MD; London, 1950), p. 31. Parenthetical references 

are to book and chapter. See also RP I.6-7. 
4 On the influence of Gregorian ideology on Alfredian literature, see N. G. Discenza, ‘The Influence of Gregory 

the Great on the Alfredian Social Imaginary’, in Rome and the North: The Early Reception of Gregory the Great 

in Germanic Europe, ed. R. H. Bremmer, Jr., K. Dekker and D. F. Johnson (Paris, 2001), pp. 67-81. 
5 Anlezark, ‘Gregory the Great’, p. 34. 
6 On the mixed life, the mix of contemplation and action, in Gregory’s writing and the Old English Pastoral 

Care, see further F. Leneghan, ‘Teaching the Teachers: The Vercelli Book and the Mixed Life’, English Studies 

94 (2013), 627-58 (pp. 632-36).  
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 Gregorian Attitudes Towards Wealth 

Before considering the Old English translations of the Dialogi and Regula Pastoralis, it is 

worth briefly surveying the attitudes towards wealth in the original Latin versions. The 

monastic setting of many of the tales in the Dialogi results in a fairly harsh condemnation of 

wealth; Gregory presents lay people in possession of moderate wealth quite neutrally, but 

monks who desire or possess wealth are typically reprimanded by other characters. In the 

words of one Isaac: ‘monachus, qui in terra possessionem quaerit, monachus non est’ (‘A 

monk who seeks possessions here on earth is no monk’).7 Moreover, Gregory establishes a 

correspondence between poverty and virtue on the one hand, and wealth and vices on the 

other: an ill man named Servulus, for example, is ‘pauper rebus, sed meritis divis’ (‘poor in 

possessions, but rich in merit’); three pious women lead a life ‘morum [...] divitiis plenam’ 

(‘rich in virtue’), but ‘rebus pauperem’  (‘very poor in earthly possessions’); and a greedy 

man named Chrysaorius is ‘in hoc mundo valde dives […] sed tantum plenus vitiis, quantum 

rebus’ (‘very rich in this world’s goods, […] but his vices were as abundant as his 

possessions’).8 Gregory evidently sees great virtue in poverty.9 However this is not to say that 

he condemns the possession of moderate wealth; in the Dialogi a layman comes to Benedict 

burdened with a debt of twelve gold pieces; through prayer, Benedict attains thirteen gold 

pieces, telling the man to pay off his debt and keep the spare piece for himself (II.27). 

 As in Scripture, Gregory uses the imagery of wealth to refer to virtuous or spiritual 

things, though he is anxious that this imagery should not be understood literally.10 For 

example, his persona in the Dialogi describes to Peter a vision of heaven, in which there are 

many beautiful mansions. One mansion is built of golden bricks, and Peter asks Gregory what 

                                                 
7 Dialogi III.14; Moricca, p. 165, ll. 24-25; Zimmermann, p. 131. 
8 Dialogi IV.15, 16 and 40; Moricca, p. 251, l. 1; p. 252, ll. 6-7; and p. 293, ll. 22-23; Zimmermann, pp. 207, 

209 and 245. 
9 Cf. RP III.2, where Gregory speaks of poverty as a refining furnace.  
10 See Introduction on the imagery of wealth in Scripture.  



84 

 

 

need there will be in heaven of such earthly materials. Gregory responds emphatically that 

this is not meant to be taken literally (IV.37). Gregory’s concern in stressing the figurative 

nature of the gold bricks could be related to the supposed monastic audience of the text.11 The 

emphatic rejection of literal wealth in heaven also forms quite a contrast to the allusions to 

heaven in Cynewulf’s poetry and The Phoenix, in which wela and ead are present in the 

afterlife without clear delineation.  

 The Regula Pastoralis is concerned with the practicalities of instructing one’s flock in 

the correct way to use wealth. The primary risks of possessing wealth, according to Gregory, 

are that it can lead to pride (I.3 and III.2) and distract one from love of God and a virtuous 

life (I.11, III.26 and III.32). He suggests that the wealthy can be admonished by being 

reminded that their wealth is only transitory (III.2 and III.20), and moreover that the wealthy 

are in fact only custodians of wealth (III.21). Perhaps of most relevance to Alfred, and other 

rulers, is the admonition that one cannot take up a position of power unless one has already 

conquered one’s desire for wealth and other worldly things; if a man cannot conquer these 

desires when in an ordinary position in life, Gregory argues, he will be susceptible to them 

when in a position of power, and surrounded by wealth (I.9). Gregory does acknowledge, if 

obliquely, that worldly things do ‘seruiant’ (‘serve’) and ‘subsidium praebent’ (‘support’) us; 

though his point here is that we should not be distracted by these things.12 

Alongside these reminders of the dangers and transitory nature of riches, however, the 

Regula Pastoralis is full of imagery of wealth and money, representing virtuous qualities and 

concepts.13 This at times takes the form of biblical exegesis, with Gregory explaining, for 

                                                 
11 Joan M. Petersen observes that Gregory had a ‘monastic and clerical audience in mind’ (J. M. Petersen, The 

Dialogues of Gregory the Great in their Late Antique Cultural Background, Studies and Texts [Pontifical 

Institute of Mediaeval Studies] 69 [Toronto, 1984], p. 22). See also K. Dekker, ‘King Alfred’s Translation of 

Gregory’s Dialogi: Tales for the Unlearned?’, in Rome and the North, ed. Bremmer, Dekker and Johnson, pp. 

27-50 (pp. 46-47). 
12 RP III.26; Judic et al., II, p. 440, ll. 32-34 and 35; Davis, p. 183. 
13 Discenza observes how frequently the imagery of wealth is used both in Scripture and patristic writings, 

including the Regula Pastoralis, to represent virtue (N. G. Discenza, ‘Wealth and Wisdom: Symbolic Capital 

and the Ruler in the Translational Program of Alfred the Great’, Exemplaria 13 [2001], 433-67, [pp. 440-41]). 
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example, the gold on the Ark of the Covenant as the ‘splendore’ (‘splendour’) of the teacher’s 

way of life, while elsewhere gold represents ‘excellentia sanctitatis’ (‘surpassing holiness’).14 

The image of inheritance is used to represent heavenly rewards (III.12), while elsewhere, the 

skill of preaching is compared to money, in that it should not be kept concealed (III.25), and 

the hierarchy of garnets and jacinths is used to explain the ranks and estates of man (III.28).15 

However, the dominant attitude towards wealth in both the Dialogi and the Regula Pastoralis 

is anxiety lest they make man over proud, coupled with reminders of the fleeting nature of all 

earthly possessions. There are obvious points of contrast with the heroic poetry studied in the 

first chapter, in which wealth is typically a measure of worth, and men can take comfort in 

the fact that, though their body may die, their treasure lives on, preserving their memory.  

  

 The Old English Dialogues and Pastoral Care: Authorship, Audience and Style 

Both Old English translations (the Dialogues and Pastoral Care) have been associated with 

Alfred since the time of their composition.16 Both contain prose prefaces written in Alfred’s 

                                                 
14 With reference to Ex. 25.12-15 and Lam. 4.1; RP II.11 and 7; Judic et al., I, p. 254, l. 38 and p. 224, l. 76; 

Davis, pp. 88 and 71.  
15 In III.25 Gregory quotes from Ecclus. 20.32: ‘Sapientia abscondita et thesaurus inuisus, quae utilitas in 

utrisque?’ (‘Wisdom that is hid, and treasure that is not seen, what profit is there in them both?’) (Judic et al., 

II, p. 428, ll. 23-24; Davis, p. 177). 
16 The Dialogues is extant in four manuscripts: Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 322 (‘C’), dating from 

the early eleventh century; Canterbury, Cathedral Library and Archives, MS Add. 25, two fragmentary, late 

tenth-century bifolia; London, British Library, MS Cotton Otho C. i, vol. II (‘O’), an early eleventh-century 

manuscript containing the only extant copy of the metrical preface; and Oxford, Bodleian Library, Hatton, MS 

76 (S.C. 4125), ff. 1-67 (‘H’), a fragmentary early eleventh-century manuscript containing the prose preface (H. 

Gneuss and M. Lapidge, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts: A Bibliographical Handlist of Manuscript and Manuscript 

Fragments Written or Owned in England up to 1100 [Toronto; London, 2014]; nos 92, 207, 359 and 632; pp. 

104-05, 169, 282-83 and 481-82; see also N. R. Ker, Catalogue of Manuscripts Containing Anglo-Saxon 

[Oxford, 1957 (reissued with supplement 1990)], nos 60, 96, 182 art. I and 328A; pp. 106-07, 138, 236 and 

388). The Pastoral Care survives in six manuscripts: Cambridge, University Library, MS Ii. 2. 4, a manuscript 

dating from the third quarter of the eleventh century, containing a copy of the prose preface, addressed to 

Bishop Wulfsige, and the metrical preface; Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS 12, dating from the mid-

tenth century, with both prose and metrical prefaces, the prose with a space left for the addressee, and the 

metrical epilogue; Cambridge, Trinity College, MS R. 5. 22 (717), ff. 72-158, a late tenth- / early eleventh-

century manuscript containing the metrical preface, but lacking the prose preface and epilogue; London, British 

Library, MS Cotton Otho B. ii, with London, British Library, MS Cotton Otho B. x, ff. 61, 63, 64 (‘C ii’), a fire-

damaged copy of the translation dating from the mid-tenth or late tenth / early eleventh century, derived from 

the copy sent to Bishop Hehstan; London, British Library, MS Cotton Tiberius B. xi, with Kassel, 

Gesamthochschulbibliothek 4° MS. theol. 131 (‘C i’), fragments from a fire-damaged manuscript datable to 

890-97, preserved in a copy by Junius, containing both prefaces and a note detailing the bishops to whom a copy 
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voice, in the Pastoral Care claiming his responsibility for the translation, and both also 

feature metrical prefaces which implicate Alfred: in the case of the Pastoral Care, Alfred is 

again given credit for the translation, while in the Dialogues, the metrical preface praises the 

king for his gift of the exemplar.17 According to Asser, Bishop Wærferth of Worcester 

translated the Dialogi into Old English at Alfred’s request.18 Thus, despite West-Saxon 

patronage, the Dialogues is a Mercian production. It is, moreover, distinct from the canonical 

Alfredian corpus on stylistic and linguistic grounds. The style of translation is more faithful 

than the Pastoral Care, and dramatically more so than the Boethius and Soliloquies. Its 

Latinate style bears similarity to the Old English Bede, another Mercian translation.19  

Scholars have debated the extent to which the mainly Mercian prose texts which 

precede or are contemporary with the canonical Alfredian corpus can be considered a 

tradition.20 In the mid-twentieth century, R. Vleeskruyer made the case for a coherent 

                                                 
of the translation had been sent; Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Hatton 20 (S.C. 4113) (‘H’), also datable to 890-

97, featuring both prefaces, the prose addressed to Bishop Wærferth, and the epilogue (Gneuss and Lapidge, 

Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts, nos 14, 37, 180, 353, 375 and 626; pp. 29-30, 46-47, 157-58, 277, 299-300 and 477-

78; see also Ker, nos 19, 30, 87, 175, 195 and 324; pp. 27-28, 41-42, 132-33, 222-23, 257-59 and 385).  
17 While written in Alfred’s voice, it has been noted that, on stylistic grounds, the prose preface to the Dialogues 

is unlikely to have been written by the king himself; Godden observes that if the author of the preface was 

Bishop Wærferth of Worcester, it would explain why he is not mentioned in it (M. Godden, ‘Wærferth and King 

Alfred: the Fate of the Old English Dialogues’, in Alfred the Wise: Studies in Honour of Janet Bately on the 

Occasion of her Sixty-Fifth Birthday, ed. J. Roberts and J. L. Nelson, with M. Godden [Cambridge, 1997], pp. 

35-51, [pp. 35-37]); see also D. Whitelock, ‘Some Charters in the Name of King Alfred’, in Saints, Scholars and 

Heroes: Studies in Medieval Culture in Honour of Charles W. Jones, ed. M. H. King and W. M. Stevens, 2 vols 

[Collegeville, MN, 1979], I, pp. 77-98); though for the contrary view see her earlier ‘The Prose of Alfred’s 

Reign’, in Continuations and Beginnings: Studies in Old English Literature, ed. E. G. Stanley [London, 1966], 

pp. 67-103 [p. 67]). On the prose preface to the Dialogues having little relationship to other Alfredian literature, 

see Bately, ‘The Alfredian Canon Revisited’, p. 114. 
18 VA 77. For the argument that the Dialogues was selected for translation because of its suitability as a teaching 

text, for both the laity and clergy, see D. F. Johnson, ‘Alfredian Apocrypha: The Old English Dialogues and 

Bede’, in A Companion to Alfred the Great, ed. Discenza and Szarmach, pp. 368-95 (pp. 387-88). 
19 Bately, ‘Old English Prose Before and During the Reign of Alfred’, p. 118; on the stylistic superiority of the 

Pastoral Care, see p. 126. See Introduction on the decision to exclude the Old English Bede from this study, and 

to use the Dialogues only as a point of contrast for the canonical Alfredian translations. 
20 On the debate surrounding this Mercian school, which may have included the Old English Bede, the Old 

English Martyrology, the Blickling Homiliary, the Life of St Chad, Life of St Guthlac and possibly Mary of 

Egypt, among others, see S. M. Rowley, The Old English Version of Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica, Anglo-Saxon 

Studies 16 (Cambridge, 2011), pp. 41-42. See also S. J. Wragg, ‘Vernacular Literature in Eighth- and Ninth-

Century Mercia’, (Unpublished D. Phil. Thesis, University of Oxford, 2017); Wragg proposes that Mercia 

contributed significantly to pre-Alfredian vernacular literature (p. 19). See further The Old English Martyrology: 

Edition, Translation and Commentary, ed. and trans. C. Rauer, Anglo-Saxon Texts 10 (Cambridge, 2013), p. 12, 

on pre-Alfredian Mercian prose. 
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Mercian prose school which, in his opinion, ‘preceded’ the work of Alfred’s reign, ‘and, to a 

large extent, rendered it possible.’21 More recently, Janet Bately has argued against a pre-

Alfredian Mercian school of prose writing.22 She argues that there is no need to place the 

Mercian Old English Bede in the ninth-century, and maintains, moreover, that ‘there is no 

good reason why any of the so-called early literary Mercian texts other than the Dialogues 

and probably also the Martyrology should be dated late-ninth-century rather than early-tenth-

century’, meaning that they need not pre-date Alfred.23 This rather weakens the argument for 

a coherent, pre-Alfredian school of translation. The paucity of vernacular prose literature, 

and, in Bately’s terms, the inferiority of the prose that did exist, serves to emphasise the 

achievement of the canonical Alfredian corpus. 

The Pastoral Care is often identified as the first of the four canonical literary works.24 

There are more surviving copies of the Pastoral Care than any other Alfredian translation, 

presumably because it was copied and distributed to a large number of bishoprics, as 

indicated in the prose preface.25 Carolin Schreiber delineates the period of circulation to 890-

896.26 Asser’s silence on Alfred’s translation programme (excepting the Dialogues)27 in his 

Vita Alfredi, completed in 893, could be interpreted as further evidence for the dating of the 

Pastoral Care: if the translation had been completed when Asser wrote his biography, he 

would arguably have mentioned it. However, Dorothy Whitelock argues that the lack of any 

reference to the Pastoral Care translation may be because the biography is unfinished: 

certainly, the work ‘ends abruptly’.28 Moreover, Simon Keynes observes that Asser’s 

approach ‘is idiosyncratic, rather than systematic, objective, or evenly balanced, and it would 

                                                 
21 Life of St Chad: An Old English Homily, ed. R. Vleeskruyer (Amsterdam, 1953), p. 43.  
22 Bately, ‘Old English Prose Before and During the Reign of Alfred’. 
23 Bately, ‘Old English Prose Before and During the Reign of Alfred’, pp. 98 and 114. 
24 Bately, ‘Alfred as Author and Translator’, p. 141.  
25 See above. 
26 C. Schreiber, ‘Searoðonca Hord: Alfred’s Translation of Gregory the Great’s Regula Pastoralis’, in A 

Companion to Alfred the Great, ed. Discenza and Szarmach, pp. 171-99 (p. 178).  
27 See also VA 89, on Alfred’s enchiridion, for a reference to the king’s desire to translate.  
28 Whitelock, ‘The Prose of Alfred’s Reign’, p. 75.  
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be dangerous to infer much from his silence about one thing or another.’29 In spite of these 

arguments, it seems likely that, if he was writing the biography at the time, Asser would have 

been eager to broadcast Alfred’s direct involvement in the translation programme, as is 

described in the prose preface to the Pastoral Care, if indeed this was the case.  

The veracity of the preface has long been the subject of debate.30 Alfred claims that, 

due to the decline of learning in the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, he has decided to exhort his 

bishops – the recipients of not only a copy of the translation but an æstel – to assist him in 

restoring wisdom to the land. This entails not only removing themselves (as much as 

possible) from their ‘woruldðinga’ (5.3) (‘worldly duties’) to contemplate wisdom, but also 

facilitating the implementation of a dual translation-education programme, whereby, given 

the poor standards of Latin, important books will be translated in the vernacular, and schools 

will be set up to teach literacy in the vernacular and, for those who have the ability, Latin.31 

Taking the claims of the preface at face value, it seems, then, that the Old English Pastoral 

Care, constituting one of the books most necessary to know, is designed to make Gregory’s 

text accessible to anyone literate in Old English but not Latin: this could include secular 

readers, as well as the bishops or other ecclesiastics. However, Godden has argued that the 

translation is intended solely for use by the bishops themselves, and that the preface 

represents something of a smoke-screen to disguise the perhaps embarrassing fact that some 

bishops do not know enough Latin to read the Regula Pastoralis in the original Latin.32 

                                                 
29 S. Keynes, ‘Alfred the Great and the Kingdom of the Anglo-Saxons’, in A Companion to Alfred the Great, ed. 

Discenza and Szarmach, pp. 13-46 (p. 37). 
30 Alfred’s authorship of the Pastoral Care is not the only contested point. The lamentable state of learning 

during Alfred’s reign, described in the prose preface, has also been called into question; see J. Morrish, ‘King 

Alfred’s Letter as a Source of Learning in England in the Ninth Century’, in Studies in Earlier Old English 

Prose: Sixteen Original Contributions, ed. P. E. Szarmach (Albany, NY, 1986), pp. 87-107; for the opposing 

view, see H. Gneuss, ‘King Alfred and the History of Anglo-Saxon Libraries’, in Modes of Interpretation in Old 

English Literature: Essays in Honour of Stanley B. Greenfield, ed. P. R. Brown, G. R. Crampton and F. C. 

Robinson (Toronto; London, 1986), pp. 29-49.  
31 See M. Godden, ‘King Alfred’s Preface and Teaching Latin’, EHR 117 (2002), 596-604, for the argument that 

Latin learning was open to laymen, as well as clergy.  
32 M. Godden, ‘Prologues and Epilogues in the Old English Pastoral Care, and Their Carolingian Models’, 

JEGP 110 (2011), 441-73 (pp. 459-61).  
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Godden, furthermore, maintains that the Pastoral Care-author tends to ‘render rector and 

similar terms of generalised authority by words that more specifically denote authority within 

the Church, or at least authority as a teacher providing moral and religious guidance […]. 

This is an author who is very conscious that bishops are his primary target’.33 Patrick 

Wormald, however, argues that the Old English translation blurs ‘the line between episcopal 

and secular government’, a line which, he suggests, is not altogether clear in the Latin; a 

‘book about how to be bishop’, he affirms, ‘is becoming one about how to be king.’34 This 

chapter will address the uncertainty surrounding the audience of the Pastoral Care, 

suggesting that the translation should be read in a secular or mixed context.  

 If Alfred’s authorship is accepted, a secular focus for the Pastoral Care would make 

sense. However, Godden’s seminal article, ‘Did Alfred Write Anything?’, calls for caution 

when assuming Alfred’s authorship of any of the translations attributed to him.35 Godden 

argues that while the Old English Boethius and the Soliloquies bear many similarities to one 

another, the Pastoral Care is a very different text, critiquing the idea of a coherent corpus 

written by one author.36 He does acknowledge, however, that ‘the arguments against Alfred’s 

personal authorship of the Pastoral Care are not overwhelming’.37 Moreover, the Pastoral 

Care, unlike the Boethius and Soliloquies, could feasibly be classed as a book most necessary 

for all men to know, making it suitable for the translation programme outlined in the prose 

preface.38 In this chapter, I will not assume Alfred’s authorship, though as the translation is 

                                                 
33 M. Godden, ‘Alfredian Prose: Myth and Reality’, Filologia Germanica 5 (2013), 131-58 (pp. 148-49).  
34 P. Wormald, ‘Living with King Alfred’, Haskins Society Journal 15 (2006 [for 2004]), 1-39 (p. 15). See also 

Discenza, ‘Wealth and Wisdom’, p. 454. 
35 M. Godden, ‘Did Alfred Write Anything?’, MÆ 76 (2007), 1-23; see p. 2 for the case that it was unlikely that 

Alfred was in a position to write any of the texts attributed to him.  
36 Godden, ‘Did Alfred Write Anything?’, pp. 9 and 13.  
37 Godden, ‘Did Alfred Write Anything?’, p. 14. 
38 However, Anlezark has recently argued that these ‘most necessary’ books were scriptural writings only (D. 

Anlezark, ‘Which Books are “Most Necessary” to Know? The Old English Pastoral Care and King Alfred’s 

Educational Reform’, English Studies 98 [2017], 759-80 [pp. 764-67]).   
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datable to the king’s lifetime and he is cited as the translator in two prefaces, it is unlikely 

that he was not involved at all.  

The most striking feature of the prose preface to the Pastoral Care, at least in the 

context of this thesis, is the alliterative pairing of wela and wisdom (5.14-15 and 16). This 

dyad, wealth and wisdom, familiar from certain books of the Old Testament, has enormous 

significance not only in the Pastoral Care but throughout the Alfredian corpus.39 Before 

considering the Pastoral Care and its prefaces, I will first offer an overview of the language 

of wealth in the Dialogues.  

  

The Prefaces to the Dialogues 

The Dialogues features two prefaces, one prose and one verse: the H-text features only the 

prose, and the O-text only the verse.40 The prose preface purports to be written in Alfred’s 

voice, explaining that he requested the translation of Gregory’s Dialogi; he has heard, the 

king says: 

 

þætte us, þam þe God swa micle heanesse worldgeþingða forgifen hafað, is seo mæste 

ðearf, þæt we hwilon ure mod betwix þas eorþlican ymbhigdo geleoðigen 7 gebigen 

to ðam godcundan 7 þam gastlican rihte. (1.5-12) 

 

(that for us, to whom God has given such great supremacy in worldly things, it is the 

greatest need that we sometimes, amongst this earthly anxiety, soothe and turn our 

minds to the divine and spiritual justice.) 

 

There are similarities here not only to Alfred’s injunction to the bishops in the prose preface 

to the Pastoral Care, but also to Gregory’s nostalgic reflection on the monastic life, where he 

was untroubled by secular cares. In this way, Alfred is presented as desiring the same 

opportunity for spiritual reflection as Gregory – that same contemplation which the king 

                                                 
39 On wealth and wisdom in the Old Testament, see the Introduction.  
40 Godden suggests that Bishop Wulfsige of Sherborne, who perhaps oversaw the dissemination of the 

translation and may have written the verse preface, was perhaps sent a very early copy of the translation, before 

the prose preface had been added; otherwise, he argues, it is hard to explain why Wulfsige would not have 

included the preface in Alfred’s voice (‘Wærferth and King Alfred’, pp. 39-40). 
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urges upon his bishops. The image of Alfred as a king who encompasses both secular and 

spiritual qualities will become significant as this thesis develops, especially in the discussion 

of the Pastoral Care. Indeed, the relationship between the worldly and otherworldly spheres 

will be central to the analysis of wealth.  

 The metrical preface to the Dialogues is spoken not by Alfred but by the book itself – 

that is, the specific copy of the book commissioned by Bishop Wulfsige, the O-text.41 The 

book requests prayers not only for Wulfsige but also for Alfred: ‘7 eac swa his beahgifan, þe 

him ðas bysene forgeaf, þæt is se selesða sincesbrytta Ælfred mid Englum’ (2.14-15) (‘and 

also his ring-giver, who gave him the exemplar, who is Alfred, the greatest distributor of 

treasure among the English’). Sinces brytta, discussed in Chapter One, is a common epithet 

for a king or ruler as, in the world of heroic poetry, kings are defined by their protection and 

distribution of national wealth.42 Beah-gyfa draws upon this same association between the 

king and gifts of treasure. As Susan Irvine has discussed, however, the gift that Alfred is said 

to have given is the bysen, the exemplar of the text, thus ‘deftly setting up an interplay 

between physical and spiritual treasure’.43 Though presented as a heroic distributor of rings, 

Alfred, or at least, his persona in this poem, actually distributes wisdom. As I suggested in the 

Introduction, there are parallels between the pairing of wealth and wisdom in this preface and 

the Alfred Jewel, a physical embodiment of this dyad. As in the prose preface, Alfred is 

shown poised between the secular and religious worlds: while fulfilling the requirements of a 

secular ruler, in command of his nation’s wealth, carrying out worldly responsibilities and the 

traditional duties of a king, he likewise supports the spiritual needs of his people through 

                                                 
41 The manuscript, however, refers to Wulfstan, probably Wulfstan I of Worcester; Wulfsige was Bishop of 

Sherborne during Alfred’s lifetime (Ker, p. 236).  
42 See Chapter One. Sinces brytta also appears in Genesis A (x3), Elene (x1), The Wanderer (x1), Beowulf (x4) 

and Judith (x1).  
43 Irvine, ‘The Alfredian Prefaces and Epilogues’, p. 152. 
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distributing copies of the Dialogues, a book of the ‘biesene’ (2.2) (‘examples’) of the virtuous 

lives of saints.   

 

 The Language of Wealth in the Old English Dialogues 

The vocabulary of wealth in Wærferth’s Dialogues naturally differs from that of the early 

heroic poetry considered in the first chapter of this thesis. Firstly, there is the difference of 

medium: as the Dialogues is a prose text, it necessarily lacks certain words that are used only 

or mainly in poetry, such as sinc. Secondly, the subject matter necessitates a difference in 

vocabulary; while the early heroic poems are directly concerned with gifts and ancestral 

wealth, wealth mainly appears in the Dialogues in the form of money. However, there is a 

cross-over when it comes to loot and plunder: this is a common theme in heroic poetry, and 

frequently occurs in the Dialogues in the context of the ravaging of the barbarians. In 

Cynewulf’s poetry and The Phoenix, wealth language often occurs in a heavenly context; the 

spiritual world, a prominent theme in both the Dialogi and the Regula Pastoralis, is therefore 

an area in which the adaptors of Gregory’s texts could draw upon the same vocabulary as 

vernacular poetry.  

 Feoh often appears in the Dialogues as a translation of pecunia (‘money’), although it 

also translates denominations of money or coins, such as solidos (I.65.30) (‘coin’) and 

talentum (IV.350.3) (‘talent’).44 On one occasion, Wærferth translates pecunia with feoh-sped 

(IV.273.2) (‘financial prosperity’, ‘money’), a compound word which appears nowhere else 

in Old English. Elsewhere, feoh translates praetium (IV.341.1) (‘payment’, ‘price’), which 

supports my earlier conclusion that feoh has connotations of price or something owed. Feoh-

gestreon (‘riches’) is one of the very few words for wealth that Wærferth adds of his own 

                                                 
44 Wærferth also translates solidos with the word mancus (I.65.24).  
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volition (I.52.6).45 Anastasius is a notary who gives up his public position to become a monk: 

‘scrinium deseruit’ (‘he gave up his public position’).46 Wærferth translates this into Old 

English as: ‘forlet þa scrine his feohgestreones’ (I.52.6-7) (‘gave up the scrin of his riches’). 

There is no mention of Anastasius abandoning wealth in the Latin, only his scrinium.47 The 

word scrin often appears in Old English with the meaning ‘reliquary’, or simply ‘box’ or 

‘chest’.48 It seems as though Wærferth interpreted scrinium not as ‘public position’ but as 

‘chest’, and assumed that this was a chest of money: in other words, Anastasius gave up the 

secular life, and so forsook his worldly possessions. This emendation perhaps indicates that 

Wærferth wanted to stress that in order to become a monk, one must give up one’s wealth.  

While in the example above feoh-gestreon refers to literal wealth, gestreon appears 

most commonly in the Dialogues as a translation of lucra (‘gain’), and both the noun and the 

verb gestrynan are used to translate Latin verbs of acquiring: colligere (I.33.26) and 

adquirere (IV.325.24). Gestreon often refers to immaterial gain, such as the profit of dying 

and being able to be with Christ (II.109.26 and III.218.11); the profit of guarding the humility 

of one’s soul (III.205.8-9) and the profit of compunction (IV.349.11).49 There is also one 

example of negative, immaterial gain: this is the profit an evil spirit believes he will obtain 

through corrupting a bishop (III.189.18). As we will see, the language of wealth is used to 

represent immaterial riches in the Alfredian corpus, though usually in the case of wela rather 

than gestreon; this may be because, in spite of the way that Wærferth uses this word, gestreon 

often refers to literal wealth in vernacular poetry, while wela refers to more general 

prosperity.  

                                                 
45 B-T, s.v. feoh-gestreon: ‘Treasure, riches’.  
46 Dialogi I.8; Moricca, p. 47, l. 15; Zimmermann, p. 31. 
47 It should be noted, however, that modern editions of Gregory’s Dialogi and Regula Pastoralis cannot be 

wholly relied upon as reliable correspondences to the version that Wærferth or the Pastoral Care-author would 

have been working from: see C. D. Jeffery, ‘The Latin Texts Underlying the Old English Gregory’s Dialogues 

and Pastoral Care’, N&Q 27 (1980), 483-88. 
48 B-T, s.v. scrin. 
49 In all of these occurrences, gestreon translates lucra.  
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Wela and the related adjective welig usually appear in the Dialogues translating 

divitia (‘riches’) or dives (‘wealthy’). A substantive form of welig, usually spelt welega, often 

refers to Dives, the rich man who would not give the poor beggar Lazarus any scraps from his 

table, and consequently suffered in hell while Lazarus was received into the bosom of 

Abraham.50 This parable is referred to twice in the Dialogues (IV.30 and IV.34), and is one of 

the typical biblical or patristic images of the wealthy man who enjoys his wealth in this 

world, but is spiritually impoverished in the afterlife.51 In one case, wela refers to the wealth 

of God’s wisdom: ‘eala, hu mycclu heanes is þara welena Godes snyttro 7 wisdomes’ 

(II.137.224-25) (‘oh, how very deep is the wealth of God’s sagacity and wisdom’).52  The fact 

that the alliteration of wela and wisdom is interrupted by snytro perhaps indicates that the 

pairing of wealth and wisdom was not something that interested Wærferth as it did the author 

of the prose preface to the Pastoral Care. In any case, Wærferth’s use of wela here recalls 

that of Cynewulf and the Phoenix-poet, in that it conveys the sense of spiritual riches; 

however, it should be noted that Wærferth is here translating divitia, and so the choice of 

wela is perhaps only to be expected. While wela or welig usually translate divitia or dives, 

there is one occasion where ‘þa welegan 7 þa gitseras’ (III.201.15) (‘the wealthy and the 

misers’) translates the Latin word avarus (‘miser’), which seems to be due to Wærferth’s 

characteristic fondness for word pairs; or it could be that, for him, the wealthy were naturally 

associated with the avaricious. 

 The words which typically represent aristocratic or military wealth in heroic verse, 

such as hord, maðm and frætwe appear infrequently or not at all in the Dialogues.53 Other 

                                                 
50 On this parable in the Pastoral Care, see below; see also Introduction, Chapter Five and Chapter Six.  
51 See also Luke 6.24; see further Introduction.  
52 The Latin reads: ‘o altitudo divitiarum sapientiae et scientiae Dei!’ (‘How deep is the mine of God’s wisdom, 

of his knowledge’) (Dialogi II.16; Moricca, p. 105, ll. 15-16; Zimmermann, p. 83). The pairing of snytro and 

wisdom is characteristic of Wærferth’s love of unnecessary word pairs; see Bately, ‘Old English Prose Before 

and During the Reign of Alfred’, p. 121. For the translation of snytro as ‘sagacity’, see B-T, s.v. snytro. 
53 For hord, which only appears in the compound hord-ern (‘storehouse, storeroom’, ‘treasury, treasure-house’ 

[DOE, s.v. hord-ern]), see II.159.15 and 19 and IV.293.7 (in all cases it translates the Latin word cellarium 
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words for wealth in the Dialogues include æht (‘possession’), weorð (‘worth’, ‘price’), yrfe 

(‘inheritance’) and gafol (‘tribute’, ‘debt’). Wæferth translates ‘rerum transeuntium’ 

(‘worldly goods’) as ‘woruldæhta’ (III.203.20) (‘worldly possessions’), a compound found 

exclusively in prose.54 He subsequently translates res as ‘woruldlicra æhta’ (‘worldly 

possessions’) on three occasions in Dialogue Four (IV.281.14, IV.283.14 and IV.325.24), 

despite the Latin stimulus being simply res in all three cases. The collocation of æht with 

woruldlic implies that Wærferth perhaps wanted to emphasise the worldly – and thus 

transitory – nature of possessions.  

 The vocabulary of wealth in the Dialogues relies heavily upon such semantically 

bland or flexible terms as wela and æht, sometimes with the modifier woruld- or woruldlic, in 

order to firmly emphasise the transitory nature of this wealth. Following Gregory, Wærferth 

also uses the language of wealth to represent otherworldly concepts, as in the case of both 

gestreon and wela, outlined above. The injunction to turn away from worldly wealth in the 

Dialogues (and the Dialogi) is evidently related to the monastic setting of many of the stories. 

In the Pastoral Care, as we shall see, the vanity of worldly riches is set alongside practical 

advice on how to manage wealth properly. Though Gregory’s Regula Pastoralis was 

intended for an ecclesiastical readership, it contains much advice that would also be 

applicable to secular rule.  

 

 The Prefaces and Epilogue to the Pastoral Care and the Carolingian Tradition 

In the prose preface to the Pastoral Care, wealth is presented as the natural result of the 

pursuit of wisdom. Alfred remembers a time of wisdom before, it can be assumed, the 

destructive period of Viking raids, when churches stood, ‘maðma & boca gefyldæ’ (5.10) 

                                                 
[‘store-room, cellar’]); for maðm see II.102.14-15 (translating vasa, the holy vessels of the temple, which 

represent human souls); frætwe does not appear in the Dialogues.  
54 Dialogi III.14; Moricca, p. 168, l. 3; Zimmermann, p. 133. 
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(‘filled with treasures and books’). He goes on to imagine clerics unable to read Latin, 

lamenting:  

 

Ure ieldran, ða ðe ðas stowa ær hioldon, hie lufodon wisdom & ðurh ðone hie 

begeaton welan & us læfdon. Her mon mæg giet gesion hiora swæð, ac we him ne 

cunnon æfterspyrigean, & forðæm we habbað nu ægðer forlæten ge ðone welan ge 

ðone wisdom, forðæmðe we noldon to ðæm spore mid ure mode onlutan. (5.13-18) 

 

 

(Our elders, those who previously kept these places, they loved wisdom and through it 

they acquired wealth and left it to us. Here one can still see their tracks, but we cannot 

follow them, and therefore we have lost both wealth and wisdom, because we would 

not bend to the trail with our minds.) 

 

T. A. Shippey, noting that it does not make sense for the clerics to be lamenting the loss of 

wela, when their churches lie full of treasures, suggests that the speech should end after 

‘æfterspyrigean’, with the final clause in Alfred’s own voice.55 Thus, the clerics belong to a 

time after the age of ‘ure ieldran’, who pursued wisdom and were rewarded with wealth, but 

before Alfred’s age; in this in-between time, the clerics still possessed the wela left to them, 

although, because of their lack of wisdom, they were not able to maintain it. As a result, it has 

vanished by the time of Alfred’s reign.   

 P. R. Orton contests this argument, suggesting instead that the wela does not relate to 

the ‘maðma’ with which the churches were once filled, but rather ‘to intellectual and spiritual 

riches’, because of its connection to wisdom; the whole speech, in this interpretation, belongs 

to the clerics, who still have the literal treasure, but not the immaterial riches of wisdom.56 On 

the other hand, Janet Nelson argues that there is ‘no getting away from the concrete meaning 

of Old English weal […]. When he spoke of weal, Alfred meant money.’57 It seems entirely 

possible that the author of the prose preface, like Cynewulf and the Phoenix-poet, intended to 

                                                 
55 T. A. Shippey, ‘Wealth and Wisdom in King Alfred’s Preface to the Old English Pastoral Care’, EHR 94 

(1979), 346-55 (pp. 347). 
56 P. R. Orton, ‘King Alfred’s Prose Preface to the Old English Pastoral Care, ll. 30-41’, Peritia 2 (1983), 140-

48 (pp. 145-46).  
57 J. L. Nelson, ‘Wealth and Wisdom: The Politics of Alfred the Great’, in Kings and Kingship, ed. J. Rosenthal, 

Acta 11 (Binghampton, NY, 1986 [for 1984]), pp. 31-52 (p. 35). 
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exploit the nuances of wela. In this light, the ambiguity surrounding wela in this section of 

the prose preface is diminished: the pursuit of wisdom results not only in immaterial riches, 

but literal, worldly benefits. This dual significance complements the characteristically 

Alfredian desire to embrace the secular world as a part of the spiritual.  

 Both the metrical preface and epilogue contribute to the image of Alfred as the 

nation’s educator, responsible for his people’s intellectual and spiritual health. The metrical 

preface, spoken by the translation itself, depicts a chain of literary transmission: the Regula 

Pastoralis travels from Gregory, ‘ofer sealtne sæ’ (9.8) (‘over the salt sea’), via Augustine of 

Canterbury; it is ‘siððan’ (9.12) (‘afterwards’) translated by Alfred, who distributes the 

English version ‘suð & norð’ (9.14) (‘south and north’), and commissions more copies. 

Alfred becomes an integral link in the chain which transmits the wisdom of Gregory, his 

‘sefan snyttro, searoðonca hord’ (9.10-11) (‘wise mind, hoard of cunning thoughts’), to the 

Anglo-Saxons; as Irvine argues, the metrical preface ‘reinforces the implication in the prose 

preface that Alfred is the means by which wisdom and wealth can be restored to his 

kingdom.’58 By claiming responsibility for his nation’s wisdom, as well as their wealth, 

Alfred is shown to command not only the secular but also the religious affairs of his nation: 

by aligning himself with Gregory, he blends the duties of pope and king.59 

 Discenza remarks upon the distinctiveness of ærend-gewrit (‘letter’), the word used to 

refer to the Regula Pastoralis (9.8): she demonstrates that, aside from the obvious point that 

the Regula Pastoralis is not a letter, ærend-gewrit is a word found more commonly in prose 

than poetry, despite the fact that the rest of the poem employs typically poetic language.60 

                                                 
58 Irvine, ‘The Alfredian Prefaces and Epilogues’, p. 158. See also N. G. Discenza, ‘Alfred’s Verse Preface to 

the Pastoral Care and the Chain of Authority’, Neophilologus 85 (2001), 625-33 (p. 626); D. Pratt, The Political 

Thought of King Alfred the Great, Cambridge Studies in Medieval Life and Thought 67, 4th ser. (Cambridge, 

2007), p. 142; and E. G. Stanley, ‘King Alfred’s Prefaces’, RES n.s. 39 (1988), 349-64 (p. 355).  
59 On the applicability of the Pastoral Care to the office of both bishop and king, see J. M. Wallace-Hadrill, 

Early Germanic Kingship in England and on the Continent: The Ford Lectures Delivered in the University of 

Oxford in Hilary Term 1970 (Oxford, 1971), pp. 143-44.  
60 She gives the example of ‘ofer sealtne sæ’ (9.8) (‘over the salt sea’) and ‘cempa’ (9.9) (‘warrior’) (Discenza, 

‘Alfred’s Verse Preface’, p. 627). 
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This is a message that has come, via Augustine, from Gregory, a spiritual leader shown by 

the metrical preface to be close to God.61 Discenza does not remark upon the fact that this 

significant word ærend-gewrit is an echo of God’s ‘ærendwrecum’ (3.6) (‘messengers’) 

mentioned at the beginning of the prose preface: these were the ministers who the kings of 

the past obeyed. In his idealised past, Alfred’s ancestor kings obeyed the messengers of God; 

in his idealised present, Alfred himself has become God’s spiritual messenger, transmitting 

Gregory’s wise words to all his subjects – including his bishops.  

The metrical epilogue, likewise, depicts the transmission of the Regula Pastoralis: 

however, in this case, the content of the foregoing text is referred to as ‘se wæterscipe’ 

(467.28) (‘the water’) which flows from God to men, and later as ‘wisdomes stream’ (469.3) 

(‘wisdom’s stream’).62 This stream is directed ‘ðurh halgan bec hider on eorðan’ (469.1-2) 

(‘through holy books hither on earth’), made available to the minds of men by those such as 

Gregory.63 While Alfred is not explicitly named as translator in the epilogue, as he is in the 

metrical preface to the Pastoral Care, he evidently plays an important role in the 

dissemination of ‘wisdomes stream’. Indeed, Godden goes as far as to argue that Alfred, like 

Gregory, is ‘identified as one of the elect who has channelled the wisdom of the Holy Spirit 

to mankind.’64 As anticipated in the prose preface Alfred has brought God’s wisdom back to 

his people.  

                                                 
61 This is implied in the lines: ‘Forðæm he monncynnes mæst gestriende rodra wearde’ (9.11), which Sweet 

translates as: ‘For he gained over most of mankind to the Guardian of heaven’. This line makes more sense if we 

understand ‘monncynnes mæst’ as the object: ‘For he acquired the most of mankind for the Guardian of 

heaven’. Translated this way, we see Gregory as the poet would have done: as the Anglo-Saxons’s apostle, 

responsible for converting the nation to Christianity. This translation accords with that offered by Kenneth 

Sisam: ‘[Gregory] won the greatest number of mankind for the Lord of heaven’ (K. Sisam, ‘The Publication of 

Alfred’s Pastoral Care’, in his Studies in the History of Old English Literature [Oxford, 1953], pp. 140-47, [p. 

145]). 
62 On the relationship between this water and the biblical “waters of life” (John 7.37-38), see J. E. Cross, ‘The 

Metrical Epilogue to the Old English Version of Gregory’s Cura Pastoralis’, NM 70 (1969), 381-86 (p. 383-

84); and W. T. Whobrey, ‘King Alfred’s Metrical Epilogue to the Pastoral Care’, JEGP 90 (1991), 175-86 (pp. 

176-77). For similar water imagery elsewhere in the Pastoral Care, see 277.5-14, 279.11-14, 283.11-15 and 

373.7-20; see also N. D. Isaacs, ‘Still Waters Run Undiop’, PQ 44 (1965), 545-49 (pp. 548-49); and Whobrey, 

pp. 179-84. 
63 See Cross, p. 385.  
64 Godden, ‘Prologues and Epilogues’, p. 470.  
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 Like the prose preface, the metrical preface acknowledges a close relationship 

between wealth and wisdom. Gregory has a ‘searoðonca hord’ (9.10-11) (‘hoard of cunning 

thoughts’), and is ‘monna modwelegost’ (9.12) (‘of men most wealthy in mind’).65 As 

discussed in the Introduction, Old Testament literature often pairs wealth and wisdom, 

perhaps most famously in the story of Solomon. The world of the Old Testament had a deep 

influence on Carolingian courtly culture.66 While Nelson argues that ‘the explicit linkage of 

wisdom and wealth was not a Carolingian commonplace’, suggesting that ‘[i]f Alfred 

borrowed it from Solomon, he did so directly and not through a Continental intermediary’, 

David Pratt finds numerous examples of Carolingian writings where just such an association 

is made.67 Carolingian literature features the fundamental Solomonic concept that one should 

choose to seek wisdom first, not wealth. Sedulius Scottus’s On Christian Rulers, written for 

Lothar II, is one such example:  

 

Pulchra Salemonem decoravit purpura regem  

Nec non Davidis fulgida sceptra patris;  

Sed magis interius prudens devotio cordis  

Ornavit iuvenem glorificando Deum[.] 

(Metre I) 

 

(Both glorious purple and the glittering sceptre of  

His father David adorned King Solomon;  

But prudent zeal of heart inwardly adorned  

That youthful king more in glorifying God).68  

 

                                                 
65 See Discenza, ‘Wealth and Wisdom’, pp. 447-48. 
66 E.g., royal inauguration rituals, whereby the king is anointed by his bishops in the manner of Old Testament 

kings; see also the new prologue that was added to the Lex Salica during the reign of Pippin, which draws 

directly on the language of Deuteronomy, and defines the Franks as the new Israel (J. L. Nelson, ‘Inauguration 

Rituals’, in her Politics and Ritual in Early Medieval Europe [London, 1986], pp. 283-307 [p. 291]; and, in the 

same volume, her ‘Kingship, Law and Liturgy in the Political Thought of Hincmar of Rheims’, pp. 133-71 [p. 

138]; see also her ‘The Lord’s Anointed and the People’s Choice: Carolingian Royal Ritual’, in her The 

Frankish World: 750-900 [London, 1996], pp. 99-131 [p. 109]).  
67 Nelson, ‘Wealth and Wisdom’, p. 36; Pratt, Political Thought, pp. 159-60. 
68 Sedulius Scottus, ed. S. Hellmann, Quellen und Untersuchungen zur lateinischen Philologie des Mittelalters 

1.1 (Munich, 1906), p. 24, ll. 21-22 and p. 25, ll. 1-2; translation from Carolingian Civilization: A Reader, ed. P. 

E. Dutton, 2nd ed. (Peterborough, ON; Plymouth, 2004), p. 377. 
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In his prose section on Solomon, moreover, Sedulius acknowledges that while one should 

value wisdom above wealth, pursuit of wisdom will result in prosperity:  

 

Unde regibus terrae egregium datur exemplum, quatinus spiritualia dona plus quam 

carnalia pio desiderio ab Omnipotenti exposcant, si diu et feliciter in hoc saeculo 

regnare desiderant[.] (Prose IV) 

 

(Hence, an excellent example is given to the kings of the earth: if they wish to reign 

long and prosperously in this world, let them ask with a pious heart for spiritual rather 

than carnal gifts).69  

 

Elsewhere in Carolingian evocation of the Old Testament, wisdom is conceived of in terms of 

wealth. In the dedicatory verses to the first bible made for Charles the Bald, Solomon is once 

again praised for both his wealth and his wisdom:  

 

Quis Salomone opibus ditior emicuit?  

Hoc concessa cui dives sapientia fecit,  

Regibus ac cunctis hunc ea praeposuit. 

(Metre I) 

 

(Who was richer in glittering wealth than Solomon?  

The rich wisdom granted to him brought this about,  

And that [wisdom] placed him before all kings.)70  

 

Moreover, the Psalter frontispiece in this bible depicts David, bearing an ornate crown, with 

the four virtues in the corners.71 Paul Edward Dutton and Herbert L. Kessler argue that the 

‘quadrivium of virtues is highlighted in the verses, in which the royal reader was alerted that 

the quadrivium virtutis nobile leads humans to the stars (I.165-66).’72 Wisdom and regal 

splendour thus co-exist in the same painting.73 Angilbert’s poem ‘To Charlemagne and his 

                                                 
69 Hellmann, p. 32, ll. 16-19; Dutton, p. 382. According to Scharer, the ideal of sapientia (‘wisdom’) as a 

‘kingly virtue’ is a central theme of Sedulius’s text; moreover, Scharer argues that Asser’s comparison of Alfred 

to Solomon bears a strong resembles to the structure of Sedulius’s ‘“eight columns of the kingdom of the just 

king” which had featured in Cathwulf’s letter to Charlemagne and were later expounded by Sedulius Scottus’ 

(A. Scharer, ‘The Writing of History at King Alfred’s Court’, EME 5 [1996], 177-206 [pp. 192-93]). 
70 P. E. Dutton and H. L. Kessler, The Poetry and Paintings of the First Bible of Charles the Bald (Ann Arbor, 

1997), pp. 110-11, ll. 180-82.  
71 Dutton and Kessler, p. 59 and fig. 8 (Psalms frontispiece; Paris, Bibliothèque nationale, MS lat. 1, fol. 215v).  
72 Dutton and Kessler, p. 59. 
73 On the association between David, in this painting, and the portrait of Charles in the Presentation miniature, 

see Dutton and Kessler, p. 81 and fig. 17 (The Presentation miniature; Paris, Bibliothèque nationale, MS lat. 1, 

fol. 423r).  
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Entourage’ makes a yet more explicit association between wealth and wisdom with reference 

to David:  

 

David amat veterum sacratos noscere sensus,  

Divitiasque senum gnaro percurrere corde,  

Scrutarique sacrae gestit secreta sophiae. 

 

(David loves to understand the hallowed knowledge of the ancients,  

and to examine the riches of old in the shrewdness of his heart;  

he is eager to ponder the secrets of holy wisdom.)74  

 

Angilbert presents ancient knowledge as ‘the riches of old’; similarly, in the metrical preface 

to the Pastoral Care, Gregory’s wisdom is a ‘searoðonca hord’.  

While these texts offer a general sense of the relationship between wealth and wisdom 

in Carolingian literature, Alcuin’s preface to his De Dialectia may have been a direct source 

for the metrical preface to the Pastoral Care. Alcuin’s poem, like the preface, is spoken by 

the book, and, as Godden observes, refers to the wisdom that this book contains in terms of 

wealth: ‘Has rogo divitias sophiae non temnat amator’ (‘I ask the lover of wisdom not to 

despise these riches’).75 As with the dedicatory verses to Charles the Bald’s bible and 

Angilbert’s poem, this preface does not so much praise literal riches, but rather uses the 

imagery of riches as a means of praising wisdom.  

The dyad of wealth and wisdom is, therefore, not original to the Alfredian corpus: it 

has its roots in the Old Testament, and features in Carolingian literature. We have seen 

already how the poet of the metrical preface draws upon the Carolingian tradition of 

presenting wisdom in terms of riches. In the prose preface it is implied, as in certain books of 

the Old Testament, that wealth is the consequence of pursuing wisdom. In the following 

analysis of the Pastoral Care, I will demonstrate that the Old English author presents wealth 

                                                 
74 Poetry of the Carolingian Renaissance, ed. P. Godman (London, 1985) pp. 112-15, ll. 15-17.  
75 Godden, ‘Prologues and Epilogues’, p. 463. See also Alcuin’s verse preface to the pseudo-Augustine 

Categoriae Decem (‘Prologues and Epilogues’, pp. 463-64).  
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as something which must be handled with wisdom: through wise use, worldly wealth 

becomes not an impediment to spiritual riches, but part of the process of earning them.  

 

 Words for Wealth in the Old English Pastoral Care 

In the Regula Pastoralis, Gregory uses divitia and opes to refer to wealth, also employing 

specific words for money, such as nummi and pecunia; he uses locuples and dives to refer to 

the rich. As in the Dialogues, wela, feoh and gestreon occur with far greater frequency in the 

Pastoral Care than hord, maðm and frætwe; sinc, as a poetic word, does not appear at all. 

Hord appears as part of the compound gold-hord, maðm as part of maðm-hus, both with 

reference to the treasures that Ezechias shows to the ambassadors, in an allusion to 2 Kings 

20.12-18.76 Frætwe never appears as a noun, though the verb frætwan does appear on one 

occasion (83.10).  

Feoh, however, appears on eight occasions, often translating, or prompted by, Latin 

pecunia (e.g. 59.13). The compound ‘feohgitsunge’ (149.6) (‘greed for money’) occurs as 

part of a word pair translating Latin parsimonia (‘frugality’); as the other word in the pair, 

‘hneawnesse’ (149.6) (‘niggardliness’) sufficiently renders parsimonia, the addition of feoh-

gitsung perhaps indicates that the Old English author was particularly keen to warn against 

the dangers of avarice.77 Feoh does, however, also occur with figurative significance, 

representing the talent in Gregory’s allusion to the Parable of the Talents, translating Latin 

pecunia:78 

 

Se ðonne se ðe ðeonde bið on swelcum cræftum & geearnungum, swelce we ær 

spræcon, & ðonne to swiðe wiðsceorað ðæm ealdordome, healde hine ðæt he ne 

cnytte ðæt underfongne feoh on ðæm swatline ðe Xrist ymbe spræc on his godspelle; 

ðæt is ðæt he ða Godes gifa ðe he onfeng ge on cræftum ge on æhtum ðæt he ða ne 

becnytte on ðæm sceate his slæwðe[.] (59.11-16)79 

                                                 
76 See also Isa. 39.1-7. Judic et al., I, p. 142, l. 18; Davis, p. 28. 
77 See also feoh-gitsere (‘miser’) in 331.6. On doublets in the Pastoral Care, see Schreiber, p. 183. 
78 Matt. 25.14-30. 
79 Cf. RP I.9. 
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(He, then, who is gifted in such skills and merits, as we previously spoke of, and then 

too vigorously refuses authority, should take care that he does not tie up the received 

money in the napkin which Christ spoke about in his Gospel; that is, that he does not 

tie up in the cloth of his sloth those gifts from God that he received both in skills and 

in possessions). 

 

This parable is employed to illustrate that those with the requisite skills should not spurn 

positions of authority: leadership is presented as a duty which must be carried out to the best 

of one’s ability. In an elaboration of the Latin, the Old English author interprets the 

‘underfongne feoh’ (‘received money’) which is uselessly hidden as ‘Godes gifa ðe he onfeng 

ge on cræftum ge on æhtum’ (‘God’s gifts which he received both in skills and in 

possessions’), whereas in the Latin the money simply represents ‘dona percepta’ (‘gifts that 

have been received’).80 In the Old English, God gives mankind not only merits and virtues, 

but also material possessions. Moreover, the implication is that it is one’s duty to put these 

material gifts to good use in the same way as the skills and merits: that is, by not refusing 

positions of authority. Good use of material possessions is closely connected to good 

leadership. As will become clear over the course of this chapter, in the Pastoral Care, and 

other Alfredian translations, usefulness is a central aspect of making worldly goods such as 

wealth acceptable: through using material things well, one attains the immaterial.   

 Gestreon also appears eight times, never as part of a compound, often translating 

lucra (‘gain’), as in the Dialogues. Elsewhere, however, gestreon refers to treasure, as in the 

poetic tradition. For example, the miserly are warned: ‘ðios eorðe, ðe him ðæt gestreon of 

com, eallum mannum is to gemanan geseald’ (335.9-10) (‘this earth, from which that treasure 

                                                 
80 RP I.9; Judic et al., I, p. 160, l. 42; Davis, p. 38. On cræft in the Alfredian corpus, see Chapter Three. The 

phrase ‘ge on cræftum ge on æhtum’ appears identically in the Old English Boethius; as in the Pastoral Care, 

these skills and possessions are presented as gifts to men from a higher power, though in the Boethius this donor 

is wyrd (‘fate’) not God (B16.104). All quotations from the Boethius, both prose and prosimetrical versions, are 

taken from Godden and Irvine, I; parenthetical references indicate the version of the text, chapter number and 

line number(s), with ‘B’ referring to the B-text (Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Bodley 180 [2079]), CP to a 

prose section from the C-text (London, British Library, MS Cotton Otho A. vi) and CM to a metrical section 

from the C-text; ‘PP’ refers to the prose preface and ‘MP’ to the metrical preface. 
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comes to them, is given to all men as common’).81 Likewise, gestreon also occurs, perhaps 

with reference to treasure, in the translation of one of Gregory’s psalm quotations.82 Here, 

Gregory explains that sometimes God grants earthly rewards to his people in order to inspire 

them with hope, rationalizing the Old Testament God’s gifts of earthly wealth to his faithful 

by framing it in terms of the gifts promised in the New Testament. In support of this, he 

quotes from Ps. 104.44-45: ‘Dedit eis regiones gentium, et labores populorum possederunt, 

ut custodiat iustificationes eius et legem eius exquirant’ (‘He gave them the lands of the 

Gentiles, and they possessed the labours of the people, that they might observe His 

justifications and seek after His law’).83 In the Old English this becomes: 

 

He him sealde ricu oðerra kynrena, & manigra folca gestreones hie wieoldon, to ðon 

ðæt hi his ryhtwisnesse geheolden, & his æ sohton[.] (391.3-5) 

 

(He gave them the kingdoms of other nations, and they controlled the treasure of 

many peoples, in order that they might hold to His righteousness, and seek His law) 

(emphasis added).  

 

The choice of ‘manigra folca gestreones’ for ‘labores populorum’ is unusual. Anglo-Saxon 

glossed psalters here feature either gewin (‘battle’, ‘labour’ or ‘gain’) (Junius, Cambridge, 

Eadwine and Vespasian) or geswinc (‘labour’) (Arundel, Tiberius, Vitellius, Regius, Stowe, 

Lambeth and Salisbury).84 Gewin is similarly the word chosen by the Metrical Psalms-poet: 

 

Sealde þam leodum    landes anweald 

 on agene æht    oðre þeode 

and hi folca gewinn    fremdra gesæton. (104.39) 

 

(He gave to that people dominion over the land, other nations in their own possession, 

and they possessed the labour of foreign peoples) (emphasis added). 

 

                                                 
81 Cf. RP III.21, in which Gregory describes how all men, not treasures, are taken from the earth.  
82 On the biblical quotations in the Pastoral Care, see A. Faulkner, ‘Royal Authority in the Biblical Quotations 

of the Old English Pastoral Care’, Neophilologus 102 (2018), 125-40; on this quotation in particular, see pp. 

136-37. 
83 RP III.26; Judic et al., II, p. 442, ll. 66-68; Davis, p. 184. 
84 This data has been acquired through the DOE Corpus. 
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By translating labores as gestreon, the Old English author renders the Hebrews of the Psalms 

in the terms of the vernacular heroic world, plundering the treasures of neighbouring tribes. 

Indeed, as discussed in Chapter One, gestreon is particularly associated with the possessions 

of groups of people in heroic poetry.85 This evocation of a secular set of values could indicate 

either that the author was conscious of a (partly) lay audience, or that he himself was a 

layman. Indeed, God’s sanctioning of the plunder of neighbouring territories calls to mind the 

prose preface, in which Alfred’s imagined predecessors ‘ut hiora eðel gerymdon’ and ‘speow 

ægðer ge mid wige ge mid wisdome’ (3.7-9) (‘expanded their homeland outwards’ and 

‘prospered both in war and in wisdom’). 

 While the noun ead does not appear at all, eadig appears five times in the Pastoral 

Care. On three of these occasions it refers to the materially wealthy (175.14, 183.8 and 

331.14).86 On two occasions it translates beatus (‘blessed’) (323.23 and 359.10); moreover, 

eadignes translates beatitudo (‘bliss’) (389.27). The Pastoral Care-author, then, uses eadig to 

refer to both spiritual and material fortune. In his translation of Gregory’s quotation of 

Proverbs 28.20, the Old English author evidently believed that clarification was required: 

  

Qui festinat ditari, non erit innocens[.] 

 

(He that maketh haste to be rich, shall not be innocent).87  

 

Se ðe æfter ðæm higað ðæt he eadig sie on ðisse worulde, ne bið he unsceaðful[.] 

(331.14-15) 

 

(He who hastens to be rich in this world, he will not be innocent).88 

 

                                                 
85 On the choice of cyn-ren (‘race’) in the Pastoral Care translation, see Faulkner, p. 137. 
86 In the first case eadig translates ‘locupletes’ (‘wealthy’) (RP III.1; Judic et al., II, p. 262, l. 4; Davis, p. 90), in 

the second case the sentence is additional and in the third case eadig corresponds to ‘ditari’ (‘to be rich’) (RP 

III.20; Judic et al., II, p. 392, l. 134; Davis, p. 157).  
87 RP III.20; Judic et al., II, pp. 390-92, ll. 133-34; Davis, p. 157.  
88 As is common in the Old English translation, the quotation is attributed to Solomon, while Gregory says only 

that it is written (‘scriptum est’) (see Faulkner, pp. 129 and 133-36).  
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In the Old English, the addition of ‘on ðisse worulde’ clarifies that eadig here refers to 

material wealth. 

 With these examples then, we can begin to develop an understanding of the Pastoral 

Care-author’s vocabulary of wealth: like Wærferth’s, this vocabulary is often dictated by the 

author’s source, though he does depart from the Latin on occasion. However, the wealth term 

which dominates the Pastoral Care and, as I will show, affords the Old English author the 

greatest opportunity for creative adaptation of Gregory’s depiction of wealth, is wela. Wela 

appears eighteen times in the main text of the Pastoral Care, of which three instances are part 

of a compound with woruld-. On most occasions wela clearly refers to earthly wealth, 

though, as in Cynewulf’s poetry and The Phoenix, wela can also refer to spiritual or 

otherworldly riches, just as eadig can refer to both material and spiritual prosperity. The 

worldly wealth of heroic poetry offers a sort of comfort to the man who contemplates death, 

as a symbol of his worth that will, like his heir, survive him when he departs this world – 

indeed, Beowulf takes comfort in his wealth, despite having no heir. In Scripture, worldly 

wealth can be transformed into heavenly riches through renunciation: these riches also 

survive after death. In the Pastoral Care, and elsewhere in the Alfredian corpus, as I will 

argue, there is a powerful sense of the connection between the wealth of this world and that 

of heaven, as wela designates both. Moreover, when wela is employed, the line between 

‘wealth’ and ‘happiness’ is blurred: drawing on the traditionl Anglo-Saxon association 

between wealth and happiness, Alfredian literature presents the riches of wisdom and of 

heaven as something akin to worldly wealth, yet fundamentally transformed. In this corpus, 

good use of wealth, the means by which it is transformed into heavenly riches, is not limited 

to renunciation and almsgiving, but also encompasses wise, moderate and, most of all, useful 

application of wealth.  
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 Gregory frequently acknowledges the connection between almsgiving and the rewards 

of heaven. The terminology that Gregory uses to refer to these rewards is varied, but it 

typically manifests indefinitely as a benefit or profit. For example, when Gregory warns 

against giving away one’s possessions before one is ready to live without them, he cautions 

that all one had earned through almsgiving, the ‘praemissae largitatis merces’ (‘reward of 

former bounty’), will be lost.89 In the Old English, this is rendered: ‘ða lean ðæs ðe he ær 

sealde’ (325.18-19) (‘the reward for what he previously gave’).90 Elsewhere, Gregory refers 

to the benefits of using wealth well as ‘fructus’ (‘fruit’).91 The Old English author renders this 

once as ‘wæsðm’ (331.8) (‘fruit’), and shortly after uses a word pair of ‘wæsðm’ and 

‘edleane’ (331.11) (‘reward’). Elsewhere, though, Gregory is more ambiguous about what 

one earns through good use of wealth. He warns that when benefactors give themselves credit 

for almsgiving, they will ‘simul omnia postquam peregerint perdant’ (‘lose all they have 

accomplished’).92 This is rendered obliquely in the Old English: ‘ðylæs hie hit eal forleosen, 

ðonne hie hit gedæled hæbben’ (323.2-3) (‘the less they lose it all, when they have distributed 

it’). The double use of hit in this clause forces a semantic overlap between the gift given and 

the reward to be received. Gifts of wealth can be imagined accumulating as a glittering hoard, 

waiting for the giver after death. Indeed, it is just such an image that Augustine uses in his 

Enarrationes in Psalmos, arguing that he can offer the rich man a better store-house than his 

own home or the bank; there is One, he says, who ‘habet magna horrea ubi perire non possint 

diuitiae’ (‘hath great store-houses; where riches cannot be lost’).93 We might think also of 

                                                 
89 RP III.20; Judic et al., II, p. 386, ll. 71-72; Davis, p. 154. 
90 Leanian (‘to reward’) is used elsewhere in this context: see 337.19-21. 
91 RP III. 20; Judic et al., II, p. 390, ll. 130 and 132; Davis, p. 157. 
92 RP III.20; Judic et al., II, p. 384, ll. 34-35; Davis, p. 153. 
93 On Ps. 38.7, XXXVIII.12; Augustine of Hippo, Les Commentaires des Psaumes, Ps. 37-44, ed. M. Dulaey et 

al., Œuvres de Saint Augustin, 8th ser., 59/a (Paris, 2017), p. 160; translation from Augustine of Hippo, 

Expositions on the Book of Psalms, 6 vols, Library of Fathers of the Holy Catholic Church 8-13 (Oxford, 1848), 

II, p. 113. 
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Iron-Age deposits of treasure, thought to reflect the belief that the possessions one gives 

away in this life will be awaiting the donor in the next.  

 Using wealth well, then, involves being aware of how one’s worldly wealth might 

manifest in otherworldly terms: wealth used well can be transformed. We must now address 

exactly what constitutes good use of wealth in the Pastoral Care. Gregory’s retelling of the 

Dives and Lazarus parable makes a good starting point. In this story, Dives feasts lavishly 

every day, and refuses the beggar Lazarus a morsel from his table.94 When they both die, 

Lazarus is received into the bosom of Abraham while Dives suffers in Hell. In the Regula 

Pastoralis, Gregory uses this story to instruct his readers that simply not despoiling others is 

not enough to escape God’s censure, as one should also give to the needy:  

 

Neque enim dives in Euangelio [...] aliena rapuisse sed infructuose propriis usus 

fuisse perhibetur, eumque post hanc uitam ultrix gehenna suscepit, non quia aliquid 

illicitum gessit, sed qui immoderato usu totum se licitis tradidit. 

 

(it is not recorded of the rich man of the Gospel […] that he despoiled others, but that 

he used what was his own unfruitfully. It was after this life that avenging hell received 

him, not because he had done positive evil, but because he had abandoned himself 

immoderately to the use of what he was entitled to use.)95  

 

Gregory makes allowance for the existence of private property, but on the condition that it is 

not used improperly.96 The Old English translation lays double emphasis on the theme of 

immoderation: 

 

nis hit no gesæd ðæt he for ðy getæled wære ðy he oðre menn reafode, ac forðyðe he 

his agenes ungemetlice breac, & oðrum monnum nawuht ne sealde; & ðeah æfter 

ðisse worulde he underfeng helle wite, nalles no forðyðe he awuht unaliefedes dyde, 

ac forðæm ðe he ðæs aliefdan nanwuht nolde forlætan, ac his swiðe ungemetlice 

breac, & hine selfne eallinga gesealde ðiossum woruldwelum. (339.1-6)  

                                                 
94 See Introduction.  
95 RP III.21; Judic et al., II p. 396, ll. 39-44; Davis, p. 160. Gregory also has a homily on this parable, Lazarus, 

but his emphasis there is slightly different. For example, he exhorts his audience to ‘seek out those who will 

plead for your sins and defend you in the day of judgement; these are the poor’ (Rich and Poor in Christian 

Tradition: Writings of Many Centuries, ed. and trans. W. Shewring [London, 1948], p. 108). 
96 In Roman law, one is permitted to abuse one’s private property, whereas in the Christian and Jewish 

traditions, the underlying awareness that what one owns is on loan from God, and so not truly one’s own, 

prevents this; see González, p. 22.  
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(It is not said that he was blamed because he despoiled others, but because he 

immoderately enjoyed his own, and gave nothing to other men; and yet after this 

world he received the punishment of hell, not at all because he did anything illicit, but 

because he would not abstain from anything of what was allowed, but rather enjoyed 

his own very immoderately and gave himself entirely to this worldly wealth) 

(emphasis added).  

 

By focussing on Dives’s immoderation, moderate enjoyment of wealth emerges as 

acceptable.97 Immoderation is a concern that runs throughout the Alfredian corpus, as 

demonstrated by the relatively high frequency of the adjective ungemetlic and adverb 

ungemetlice in the Pastoral Care (55 occurrences), the Boethius (26), the Orosius (26) and 

the Soliloquies (7): to put these figures in context, there are only six occurrences across all of 

Ælfric’s works. The compound woruld-wela describes the earthly wealth that Dives could not 

let go off: in this case, it may be that the wela in question is made “worldly” through Dives’s 

inappropriate use of it. By giving himself ‘eallinga’ (‘entirely’) to his wealth – an elaboration 

in the Old English – Dives gives himself wholly over to this world, without considering the 

world beyond. 

 Good use of wealth, then, must be moderate. Elsewhere, the Pastoral Care-author 

emphasises that one’s wealth must be useful, and not wasteful. For example, Gregory quotes 

a saying widely but falsely believed to be biblical: ‘Sudet eleemosyna in manu tua’ (‘Let the 

alms sweat in thy hand’).98 The Old English includes a characteristic clarification: ‘Heald 

ðine ælmessan, ðylæs ðu hie forweorpe’ (325.4) (‘Hold your alms, lest you throw them 

away’). This addition implies an anxiety about wasting wealth. Moreover, in a passage about 

not giving either too little or too much, the Old English version adapts Gregory’s caution: ‘ne 

                                                 
97 Immoderation is also a key theme in the Regula Pastoralis: Gregory warns not only against immoderately 

indulging oneself, but also against giving away alms too freely (RP III.20). This passage on almsgiving is 

quoted by Asser (VA 102), indicating that Gregory’s attitudes towards wealth were current at the West-Saxon 

court; see Asser’s Life of King Alfred, together with the Annals of Saint Neots erroneously ascribed to Asser, ed. 

W. H. Stevenson (Oxford, 1959), p. 88, ll. 13-14; for a translation, see Alfred the Great: Asser’s Life of King 

Alfred and Other Contemporary Sources, ed. and trans. S. Keynes and M. Lapidge (London, 1983 [repr. 2004]), 

p. 107. 
98 RP III.20; Judic et al., II, p. 386, ll. 58-59; Davis, p. 154. On the false belief that this saying is biblical, see 

Davis, p. 258, n. 173; see also González, p. 94. 
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praecipitatione hoc quod tribuunt inutiliter spargant’ (‘not to be in haste and bestow 

unprofitably’) with the elaboration: ‘ðylæs hie unnytlice forweorpan ðæt ðæt hie sellen for 

hira hrædhydignesse’ (321.17-18) (‘lest they uselessly throw away that which they give for 

their hastiness’).99 In both examples, by warning against throwing wealth away uselessly, the 

Old English translation serves to emphasise the potential usefulness of wealth. Unnyt 

(‘useless’) is a central word in the Old English author’s warnings against wasting wealth.100 It 

appears seven times in Chapters 44 and 45 of the Pastoral Care, two key chapters on the use 

of wealth. It often occurs in response to a prompt from Gregory’s Latin, but in its appearance 

in Chapter 50, an important chapter on prosperity, it seems as though the Old English author 

introduces it of his own accord: 

 

Deiecisti eos, cum alleuarentur. Quia uidelicet reprobi cum recta opera diuinis 

muneribus non rependunt, cum totos se hic deserunt, et affluentibus prosperitatibus 

dimittunt, unde exterius proficiunt, inde ab intimis cadunt.  

 

(When they were lifted up, Thou hast cast them down; that is, because the reprobate do 

not requite divine favours by good works, when here on earth they neglect themselves 

entirely and give themselves up to their great prosperity, their progress in the world 

brings on the ruin of their souls.)101 

 

Đu hie geniðrades, ða hi hi selfe upahofon. Swa, ðonne ðonne unnyttan men ða 

godcundan gife nyllað leanian mid ryhtum weorcum, ac willað hi selfe her mid ealle 

fordon mid ðære fortruwunga ðæs to flowendan welan & orsorgnesse, & ðonon ðe hi 

utan bioð ahæfene, ðanon hie bioð innan afeallene. (391.9-13) 

 

(You have humiliated them down, when they raised themselves up. Thus, when 

useless men will not repay the divine gift with just works, but wish to entirely destroy 

themselves here with over-confidence in abundant wealth and prosperity, though they 

are outwardly exalted, inwardly they are fallen). 

 

Gregory’s reprobi becomes ‘unnyttan men’: in the Old English, those men who refuse to 

repay God’s gift of wealth with good works are ‘unnytt’: ‘useless’, or perhaps more 

appropriate here, ‘unprofitable’.102 There is a clear sense that wealth has the potential to be 

                                                 
99 RP III.20; Judic et al., II, p. 384, ll. 27-28; Davis, p. 153. 
100 On unnyt in Beowulf see Chapter One.  
101 RP III.26; Judic et al., II, p. 442, ll. 71-75; Davis, p. 185; see Ps. 72.18.  
102 B-T, s.v. unnyt.  
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useful, provided one uses it for ‘ryhtum weorcum’ (‘just works’). In this example, outward 

prosperity is not reflected on the inside: the ‘unnyttan men’ are inwardly impoverished, like 

the characters in the Dialogi who are rich in possessions, but poor in virtues. In the texts of 

the Alfredian corpus, all four of which appear to have some sort of secular, if not royal, 

influence, outward affluence can co-exist with spiritual prosperity – provided that the 

material wealth is put to good use.  

 In addition to moderation and usefulness, wisdom, or perhaps more accurately 

prudence, emerges as a third essential quality in the handling of wealth. On numerous 

occasions, the Pastoral Care-author recommends wise or prudent use of wealth: wise works, 

as well as good ones, transform worldly wealth into heavenly rewards. For example, Gregory 

admonishes that wealth is of no use to the man who loves his riches and will not distribute 

them – though it can be of use to the man who will give it away. To reinforce this, he quotes 

from Ecclesiastes 5.9:  

 

Cum augendis pecuniis inhiant, audient quod scriptum est: Auarus non impletur 

pecunia; et qui amat diuitias, fructus non capiet ex eis. Fructus quippe ex illis caperet, 

si eas bene spargere, non amando, uoluisset. Quia uero eas diligendo retinet, hic 

utique sine fructu derelinquet.  

 

(As they gape for an increase of their monies, let them hear what Scripture says: A 

covetous man shall not be satisfied with money, and he that loveth riches shall reap 

no fruit from them. He would, indeed, reap fruit from them, if he decided to distribute 

them for the purpose of doing good and without loving them; but a man who, loving 

them, withholds them, will surely leave them here behind him without profit.)103 

 

Ac gehiere ge feohgietseras hwæt be eow gecweden is on Salomonnes bocum, hit is 

gecweden: Ne wyrð se gitsere næfre full feos, & se ðe woruldwelan lufað 

ungesceadwislice, ne cymð him of ðæm nan wæsðm. Ac him meahte cuman, gif he hi 

to swiðe ne lufode, & he hi wel wolde dælan. Ac forðæmðe he hi her lufað & hielt, he 

hi eac her forlæt butan ælcum wæsðme & ælcum edleane. (331.5-8) 

 

(But hear you avaricious ones what is said about you in Solomon’s book, it is said: 

The avaricious man will never be full of money, and he who loves worldly wealth 

foolishly, no fruit will come to him from that. But it might come to him, if he did not 

                                                 
103 RP III.20; Judic et al., II, p. 390, ll. 127-32; Davis, p. 157. 
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love them too much, and he would distribute them freely.104 But as he loves and 

retains them here, he will also leave them here without any fruit or any reward.105) 

 

The adverb ungesceadwislice (‘foolishly’) is additional: in the Old English version the 

emphasis is laid upon not only love but, specifically, foolish love of wealth. This 

qualification raises the question of whether it is possible to possess, even to love, wealth 

wisely. Indeed, the Old English version subsequently maintains that one might gain some 

benefit from wealth, provided that it is not loved ‘to swiðe’ (‘too much’), a moderation of 

Gregory’s ‘non amando’ (‘without loving’).106  In these adaptations, the Old English author 

obliquely makes the case for the benefits that can be gained through prudent use of wealth. 

What is imperative, it seems, is the understanding that riches should be held at arm’s length, 

and that one should not give oneself over to them entirely, as Dives did. This understanding 

follows from an awareness that this world, and its pleasures, are entirely inferior to those of 

the next. Man can only possess this awareness through the possession, and exercising, of 

gesceadwisnes (‘reason’). It is precisely the lack of this faculty which the Pastoral Care-

author warns against in the passage above. The term gesceadwisnes plays a central role in 

two Alfredian texts, the Boethius and the Soliloquies, in which Gesceadwisnes manifests as 

personified Reason and converses with, respectively, Boetius and Augustinus.107 Evidence 

from elsewhere in the Pastoral Care shows that, likewise, gesceadwisnes is significant in this 

translation, especially in the context of wealth. For example, giving ‘indiscrete’ (‘without 

discretion’) in Gregory’s text becomes ‘ungesceadwislice & ungemetlice’ (341.2) (‘foolishly 

and immoderately’) in the Old English.108 This is part of Gregory’s allusion to people who 

                                                 
104 On this translation of wel see B-T, s.v. wel, definition 1.d., ‘marking degree, well, much, thoroughly, freely’.  
105 See Faulkner, pp. 133-34, on the translation of this quotation.  
106 On the qualification of some of the strictures of the Latin text in the Old English Pastoral Care, see 

Schreiber, pp. 186-87. 
107 See Chapters Three and Five. In the Boethius, Wisdom is the primary interlocutor, but Gesceadwisnes 

appears on several occasions, sometimes along with Wisdom, sometimes alone. Gesceadwisnes is the sole 

interlocutor in the Soliloquies.  
108 RP III.21; Judic et al., II, p. 398, l. 62; Davis, p. 161. Gesceadwislic is also used in a pair with gemetlic at 

291.1. 
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will give away what they have, and then become avaricious for lack of money. A few lines 

later, Gregory advises that these people should first learn how to ‘tenere sua rationabiliter’ 

(‘retain their own possessions in a reasonable way’).109 This is rendered in the Old English: 

‘ðæt hie cunnen hiora ægen gesceadwislice gehealdan’ (341.8) (‘that they know how to retain 

their own things prudently’). As before, wise use of wealth is stressed, and it is significant 

that the Old English author chooses gesceadwislice, a word with particular significance in the 

Alfredian corpus.  

In the Pastoral Care, as we have seen, wela typically refers to the riches of this world. 

However, the author also employs wela for heavenly riches. Gregory warns that ‘Qui itaque 

in principio hereditari festinant, sortem sibi in nouissimo benedictionis amputant’ (‘They, 

therefore, who hasten to an inheritance in the beginning, cut themselves off from the lot of 

the blessed in the end’).110 In the Old English this becomes: 

 

Se ðonne ðe wilnað ðæt wolde on ðæm angienne his lifes woroldspedig weorðan mid 

unryhte, se hine wile selfne bedælan ðære bledsunge & ðæs weolan on ðæm 

ytemestan dæge. (333.1-4).  

 

(He then who desires to become prosperous in worldly things at the beginning of his 

life improperly, he will deprive himself from that blessing and that wealth on the last 

day). 

 

In this context, wela evidently refers to heavenly wealth, as part of a word pair with 

‘bledsunge’. As in the poetry of Cynewulf and The Phoenix, wela refers to spiritual or 

heavenly riches, with no disambiguation as to whether it should be interpreted ‘wealth’ or 

‘happiness’. The addition of ‘mid unryhte’ (‘improperly’) moreover suggests that it is 

possible to be materially prosperous without cutting oneself off from heavenly riches.   

                                                 
109 RP III.21; Judic et al., II, p. 398, l. 67; Davis, p. 161. 
110 RP III.20; Judic et al., II, p. 392, ll. 143-44; Davis, p. 157. 
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 At an earlier point in the Regula Pastoralis, the word divitia refers to the spiritual 

riches of the poor. Gregory instructs his reader on how to admonish the poor and the rich 

man: 

 

ut et illi discant quia diuitias quas non conspiciunt possident, et isti cognoscant quia 

eas quas conspiciunt, tenere nequaquam possunt. 

 

(The former [the poor] are to learn that they do possess riches, though they do not see 

them; and the latter [the rich] must realise that they certainly cannot retain the wealth 

which they behold.)111 

 

This sentiment is representative of the scriptural and patristic commonplace that the poor are 

truly rich in virtue, and the rich are truly poor, as in the Dialogi. There are a few significant 

alterations in the Old English: 

 

ðætte ða sorgfullan ongieten ðæt him becumað ða welan ðe him gehatene sint, ðeah hi 

hi ðonne git ne geseon; & eac ða welegan ongieten ðætte ða welan ðe hie onlociað & 

habbað, ðæt hie ða habban ne magon. (183.4-7) 

 

(that the sorrowful may understand that the riches which are promised to them will 

come to them, though they do not yet see them; and also the wealthy may understand 

that the wealth which they look upon and possess, they cannot keep it.) 

 

Firstly, the poor that are indicated by Gregory’s ‘illi’ have become the ‘sorgfullan’ (‘the 

sorrowful’).112 This opens the way for blessedness to those who are poor in spirit, not solely 

the literal poor.113 Secondly, while the Regula Pastoralis states that the poor currently 

possess riches that cannot be seen, implying metaphorical virtues of piety or blessedness, in 

the Old English, the riches are ‘gehatene’ (‘promised’) to the poor: they do not yet possess 

them. This is reiterated by the third significant alteration: ‘ðeah hi hi ðonne git ne geseon’ 

(‘though they do not see them yet’).114 The implication is that while the poor do not yet see 

their riches, they will do one day. The message in the Old English recalls the Great Reversal: 

                                                 
111 RP III.2; Judic et al., II, p. 270, ll. 35-38; Davis, p. 93. 
112 Judic et al., II, p. 270, ll. 33-34; Davis, p. 93. 
113 See also 325.12-14. 
114 Similarly, the author of the Soliloquies asserts that one will not see God until after death; see Chapter Five.  
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the belief that at the Day of Judgement the rich will be made poor and the poor rich. It should 

be remembered, though, that the Old English author has opened the way for the poor in spirit, 

who could be wealthy in literal terms, through his use of ‘sorgfullan’. The use of wela for 

both earthly and heavenly wealth is a reminder of the possibility of transformation from the 

one to the other: not only through almsgiving, as in Scripture and patristic texts, but, as I have 

argued, through moderation, usefulness and wisdom.  

 

 Conclusion 

The influence of Gregory can arguably be detected throughout the Alfredian corpus. As 

discussed at the start of this chapter, Gregory longed for the solitude of the monastic life, but 

understood that, as someone granted a position of authority, he had a responsibility to carry 

out his secular duties to the best of his ability. As such, the Gregorian ideology emerges as 

one in which the good ecclesiastical leader could not shy away from the secular world. If we 

read the Pastoral Care in a mixed or secular context, as this chapter has suggested, and as is 

implied by the prose preface to the Pastoral Care, the secular readers of the translation must, 

in return, remove themselves from their worldly duties, at times, and devote themselves to 

contemplation: Alfred serves as a model of such behaviour in the prose prefaces to both the 

Dialogues and the Pastoral Care. This balance between worldly and spiritual, required of 

both laymen and ecclesiastics, resounds in the Alfredian translations. As a symbol of, and 

tool for, secular success, the place of wealth in this Alfredian ideology invites analysis.  

The Dialogues and the Pastoral Care feature quite different vocabularies of wealth. 

At times, the Pastoral Care-author follows Wærferth in faithfully rendering Latin words with 

their expected Old English gloss: pecunia becomes feoh, for example. However, elsewhere, 

this author elaborates upon what he finds in his source text, perhaps most notably in his use 

of wela for both material and spiritual riches. In this way he picks up upon the habit of 
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Cynewulf and the Phoenix-poet, refusing to delineate exactly how this wela, found in heaven, 

might manifest. The ambiguity of wela will play a large role in the next translation that I will 

consider: the Old English Boethius. Here, as in the Pastoral Care, the shifting referents of 

wela are exploited in order to bring to light the connection between worldly and spiritual 

wealth. 
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Chapter Three 

The Old English Boethius: Wisdom’s ‘True Riches’ 

 

The Old English version of Boethius’s De Consolatione Philosophiae (henceforth the 

Boethius) is more concerned with wealth, identified by the term wela, than any of the other 

worldly goods. As has already been demonstrated, wela is a particularly significant term in 

the Alfredian context.1 This chapter articulates the meaning of wela in the Boethius, and the 

other words for wealth, and how its shifting referents represent a developing understanding of 

what ‘true riches’ are. This development takes place not only in the mind (mod) of the first-

person speaker of the Old English dialogue, Boetius, but also, ideally, in the mind of the 

reader or listener, who, like Mod, gradually develops wisdom. Mod learns that, contrary to 

the ideology expressed by early heroic Old English poetry, considered previously in this 

thesis, worldly wealth and happiness are by no means synonymous; yet this traditional 

ideology is nevertheless preserved in the semantic fluidity afforded by wela, which the 

Boethius-author uses to refer to both worldly and spiritual riches. This chapter proposes that 

the soð wela (‘true riches’) that Wisdom, Mod’s interlocutor, claims as his own can be 

interpreted on multiple levels: literal riches, spiritual riches and the figurative riches of the 

mind. The reader or listener, it is suggested, is expected to move through these different 

levels of understanding on his or her journey to wisdom.2 The Boethius therefore marks a 

significant development in Anglo-Saxon attitudes towards wealth.  

                                                 
1 There are two prefaces that attribute the Boethius to Alfred, one prose and one metrical: see further below. See 

also Godden and Irvine, I, pp. 140-42. 
2 Discenza observes that by naming the ‘I’-speaker Mod, as well as Boetius, the author enables greater 

‘possibility for reader identification’ (N. G. Discenza, ‘The Old English Boethius’, in A Companion to Alfred the 

Great, ed. Discenza and Szarmach, pp. 200-26 [p. 208]). See also the image of ascending a ladder in the 

Soliloquies, which represents the development of the intellect: ‘Se ðe hyne myð hys modes æagum geseon wele, 

he sceal of swiðe lytlum hyt ongynnan, and þonne lytlum and lytlum stigan near and near stæpmelum, swilce he 

on sume hlædre stige and wylle weorðan uppe on sumum sæclife’ (78.17-20) (‘He who wishes to see well for 

himself with his mind’s eyes, he must begin it very gradually, and then little by little ascend nearer and nearer 

step by step, as though he ascends a ladder, and wishes to be up on a sea-cliff’). 
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 Through the analysis of the language of wealth, this chapter also makes observations 

about the likely background of the author and intended audience of the dialogue. These 

conclusions naturally have implications for the question of Alfred’s authorship. The sporadic 

defence of wealth, alongside the prevalent condemnation of all worldly goods, implies a 

mixed background for either, or both, the author and his audience. The confluence of 

differing attitudes towards wealth – on the one hand, the acceptance of the practical benefits 

of financial stability, and on the other, the ascetic renunciation of worldly things – epitomises 

the Alfredian reconciliation of the secular and sacred offices in the figure of the king. 

However, while these conclusions might seem to support the case for Alfred’s authorship, 

this chapter will propose that Alfred may actually be better understood as an ideal recipient, 

rather than author, of the dialogue. As in the previous chapter, the methodology of this 

chapter is a combination of word study and comparative reading. In its use of comparative 

reading, this analysis follows in the wake of a series of studies which contrast the depiction of 

a particular theme in the Latin and Old English versions of De Consolatione, such as free 

will, kingship and fortune.3 While building upon the conclusions of this scholarship, this 

analysis of the Boethius is distinguished by its combination of comparative reading and word 

study. 

 

 Alfred, Authorship and Audience 

There are two main attestations to the Old English Boethius: Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS 

Bodley 180 (2079), dating from the late eleventh to the very early twelfth century (B), and 

the damaged London, British Library, MS Cotton Otho A. vi, dating from the mid-tenth 

                                                 
3 On free will, see F. A. Payne, King Alfred and Boethius: An Analysis of the Old English Version of the 

Consolation of Philosophy (Madison, 1968); on kingship, see M. Godden, ‘The Player King: Identification and 

Self-Representation in King Alfred’s Writings’, in Alfred the Great, ed. Reuter, pp. 137-50 (pp. 140-46); on 

fortune, see J. C. Frakes, The Fate of Fortune in the Early Middle Ages (Leiden, 1988), pp. 81-122. 
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century (C).4 The B-text is entirely prose, while the C-text reflects the prosimetrical nature of 

the original De Consolatione. Despite the later date of the B-text manuscript, the entirely 

prose version is thought to precede the prosimetrical version, as is implied in the prose 

preface to the Boethius.5 This chapter will focus exclusively on the B-text, with the Metres of 

the C-text considered in the next chapter.  

Both the prose and metrical prefaces to the Boethius claim King Alfred as author.6 

This attribution is reiterated by Æthelweard’s Chronicon, in the late tenth century, and by 

William of Malmesbury, in the twelfth.7 However, attribution to Alfred, in prefaces or in later 

sources, is not satisfactory evidence of the king’s authorship for some critics. Godden’s 

objections against Alfredian authorship, of the Boethius and other translations, include the 

fact that the Viking invasions would have probably left little time for translation; the apparent 

lack of Latin learning, both on a national level and in Alfred’s own life, until he reached the 

age of thirty-nine; and the question of whether Alfred, coming to Latinity at such a relatively 

late age, would have had ‘the linguistic and intellectual skills’ required for translating and, in 

                                                 
4 See Gneuss and Lapidge, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts, pp. 440 and 274-75, respectively, and Godden and Irvine, 

I, pp. 9-43. Other attestations include Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Junius 12 (J), which is Junius’s copy of the 

B-text, with marginal variants from the prose sections of C, his copy of the verse of C and excerpts from the 

Latin De Consolatione; and Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Junius 86 (S.C. 5197), endleaf, also known as the 

Napier Fragment (N), which is, according to Godden and Irvine, ‘a fragment of a single leaf, now lost’. Godden 

and Irvine observe that N is ‘probably the earliest known copy of the text’; while Napier dated the fragment to 

the first half of the tenth century, Godden and Irvine offer evidence which could suggest a date between the 

ninth and early tenth century, though Gneuss and Lapidge date it as late as the eleventh century (Godden and 

Irvine, I, pp. 34-35; and Gneuss and Lapidge, Anglo-Saxon Manuscripts, p. 495).  
5 See Godden and Irvine, I, p. 44. Godden and Irvine date both versions to between c. 885 and the mid-tenth 

century (I, p. 8). Erica Weaver has recently argued that the two versions should be understood not as 

independent works, but as part of the opus geminatum tradition, in which prose and verse texts on the same 

subject complement one another, despite the fact that the C-text is not entirely in verse; she bases her argument 

partly upon the fact that the opus geminatum tradition was far more common in Anglo-Saxon England than the 

prosimetrum form, and suggests that Boethius’s De Consolatione was therefore adapted to suit native 

expectations (E. Weaver, ‘Hybrid Forms: Translating Boethius in Anglo-Saxon England’, ASE 45 [2017], 213-

38 [pp. 216-17]). For the argument that the opus geminatum form seems to have had an influence on the 

reception, rather than the composition, of the two versions, see S. Irvine, ‘The Protean Form of the Old English 

Boethius’, in The Legacy of Boethius in Medieval England, ed. A. J. McMullen and E. Weaver (Tempe, AZ, 

2018), pp. 1-17.  
6 The B-text includes the prose preface, which refers to the versification process, despite the fact that no metrical 

sections appear in the B-text. Junius 12 indicates that the C-text, prior to its fire-damage, would have contained 

both prefaces (Godden and Irvine, I, p. 19). 
7 See Godden and Irvine, I, p. 140. 
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some cases, rewriting difficult Latin texts.8 This final objection applies especially to the 

Boethius, as well as the equally challenging Soliloquies, addressed in Chapter Five.9 As such 

an intellectually difficult text, the Boethius may also be considered unsuitable for Alfred’s 

translation programme, which was intended to encompass those books ‘most necessary’ for 

all men to know.10 Godden moreover takes issue with the reliability of the prose preface to 

the Boethius on the grounds that it claims that Alfred translated De Consolatione and 

subsequently versified sections, when it seems that the translator and versifier were not one 

and the same person;11 this apparent fiction, according to Godden, thus throws doubt upon the 

claim that Alfred was the original translator.12  

 In spite of these doubts, many critics take Alfred’s authorship as their point of 

departure in studies of the Boethius. This chapter will not assume that Alfred was the author, 

but will nevertheless argue for the relevance of the king’s persona to the Boethius. Whether 

he was involved, directly or indirectly, with the translation process, it was clearly important 

that the resulting translation was presented as his work.13 This chapter will propose that, 

while, with his recently acquired Latinity, Alfred may not be the best candidate for the author 

                                                 
8 Godden, ‘Did Alfred Write Anything?’ p. 2. For the contrasting opinion, see N. G. Discenza, The King’s 

English: Strategies of Translation in the Old English Boethius (Albany, NY, 2005), p. 1; and Bately, ‘Alfred as 

Author and Translator’, pp. 140-42. On Alfred’s literacy, see VA 87-88.  
9 Godden, ‘Myth and Reality’, pp. 144-45. 
10 Godden, ‘Myth and Reality’, p. 155. See the prose preface to the Pastoral Care (7.7); see also Anlezark, 

‘Which Books are “Most Necessary” to Know?’, pp. 764-67. 
11 For evidence that the translator and versifier were different people, see Godden and Irvine, I, pp 146-51. For 

the alternative opinion, see D. Anlezark, ‘Three Notes on the Old English Meters of Boethius’, N&Q ns 51 

(2004), 10-15; and Alfred’s Metres of Boethius, ed. B. Griffiths (Pinner, 1991), pp. 33-43. 
12 Godden, ‘Did Alfred Write Anything?’, p. 8. On the authenticity of the prose preface to the Boethius see 

further Discenza, who argues that while Alfred did not write the preface, this does not necessarily negate its 

claims that Alfred wrote the Boethius itself (N. G. Discenza, ‘Alfred the Great and the Anonymous Prose Proem 

to the Boethius’, JEGP 107 [2008], 57-76 [pp. 58-59]). 
13 As Alfred died in 899 and the C-text manuscript dates from the mid-tenth century, the attribution of the 

translation to Alfred must have taken place, at the most, within a few decades of his death, if not during his life. 

Pratt describes a ‘minimalist’ position on the authorship debate, which focuses not on whether Alfred wrote the 

texts attributed to him, but rather emphasises ‘Alfred’s contemporary image as author’ (D. Pratt, ‘Problems of 

Authorship and Audience in the Writings of King Alfred the Great’, in Lay Intellectuals in the Carolingian 

World, ed. P. Wormald and J. L. Nelson [Cambridge, 2007]), pp. 162-91 [p. 170]). Godden and Irvine note that 

the prose preface to the Boethius is written as if looking back on Alfred’s reign, suggesting it may have been 

composed after his death; it is therefore possible that this association did not originate in Alfred’s lifetime (I, p. 

141). However, this tone of retrospection is absent from the metrical preface, which is written more after the 

style of the metrical preface to the Pastoral Care. 
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of the Boethius, he does represent the ideal reader. As this chapter will demonstrate, the 

audience that the Boethius invites is made up of readers or listeners who are involved in 

secular affairs, but who seek, and may have already found, religious devotion. While the 

claim of Alfred’s authorship may have been fully accepted as a fiction at the time of 

composition, his implication in the translation helps to shape the model reader: Alfred was 

known not only for his good governance and practical skills, but also his admirable piety and 

wisdom, as the prefaces to the Pastoral Care and Dialogues make very clear.  

 Evidence for lay readership can be inferred from the defence of wealth and other 

worldly goods in the main text of the Boethius. While this chapter will interrogate the 

assumption that critics often make about the Boethius, that it represents a toning down of 

Boethius’s strong condemnation of worldly goods,14 there is nonetheless sporadic defence of 

the uses of wealth, which could suggest that the author, his audience, or both parties, are 

involved with secular affairs, either as laymen or wealthy ecclesiastics, and thus appreciate 

the benefits of material goods.15 The shifting attitudes towards wealth will be one of the 

major concerns of this chapter: while dual authorship is a possibility, it will be argued that the 

unfolding of these sometimes conflicting opinions is more likely to represent the 

development of Mod’s wisdom, reflecting the development that the ideal reader is 

encouraged to make, accepting wealth as necessary, but looking towards true happiness, 

which cannot be found among earthly riches.16 

                                                 
14 See Discenza, King’s English, p. 100, and ‘The Old English Boethius’, p. 212; Payne, p. 62; and Frantzen, p. 

49. 
15 A similar awareness of audience may have affected Ælfric’s depiction of wealth, around a century later. 

Godden argues that Ælfric’s lenient depiction of the wealthy in many of his writings is the result of his 

reluctance to critique those wealthy and powerful men who had backed the monastic revival (Godden, ‘Money, 

Power and Morality’, pp. 58-65). See also Mary Clayton’s discussion of Ælfric’s treatment of the virtue largitas 

(‘generosity’), which, she suggests, is motivated by similar concerns (Two Ælfric Texts: The Twelve Abuses and 

the Vices and Virtues: An Edition and Translation of Ælfric’s Old English Versions of De Duodecim Abusivis 

and De Octo Vitiis et De Duodecim Abusivis, ed. and trans. M. Clayton, Anglo-Saxon Texts 11 [Cambridge, 

2013], pp. 98-99). 
16 Godden and Irvine maintain that there seems to be ‘a sufficient degree of consistency of method and language 

overall to suggest primarily a single author for the prose version’ (I, p. 145). On dual authorship, see C. M. 
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 Boethius’s De Consolatione Philosophiae and the Commentary Tradition 

Boethius’s original Latin text takes the form of a dialogue, in which Lady Philosophy 

(Philosophia) appears to “Boethius”, a fictionalised persona of the author, in his prison cell. 

She leads him to the understanding that worldly goods are only deceptive and fleeting images 

of the good which all men seek. The dialogue begins with “Boethius’s” lament for the 

injustice of his suffering and the deprivation of his worldly goods (Book One). Philosophia 

shows him that he has no need to mourn the loss of his worldly goods because he never truly 

possessed them and, in any case, they do not provide true happiness (Books Two-Three). 

True happiness, Philosophia shows “Boethius”, can only be achieved through seeking the 

highest good (the summum bonum), which is identical with both God and happiness (Book 

Three). The dialogue thus moves from the realm of consolation into that of philosophy, 

continuing to do so in Book Four, where Philosophia addresses the issue of how, in a cosmos 

ordered by God, the wicked can prosper and the good suffer.17 Finally, in Book Five, 

Philosophia tackles the apparent paradox of divine prescience and man’s free will, showing 

that God’s prescience does not affect man’s free will, as God exists in an eternal state, outside 

of the sequence of time, and so sees all events as if in the present. Philosophia argues that if 

we see something happen in the present, it does not mean it has been preordained, and applies 

this logic to the way that God sees events in time. By this point, the motivations of 

consolation and philosophy are so intertwined as to be almost indistinguishable.  

 De Consolatione is not always easy to follow; as John Marenbon observes, both the 

literary and argumentative structure of the dialogue can be described as ‘circular’, rather than 

‘linear’.18 Marenbon proposes that the deficiencies in Boethius’s argument are intentional. He 

                                                 
Warrick, ‘The Two Translators of the Old English Boethius’, (Unpublished Ph. D. Thesis, Indiana University, 

1968).  
17 John Marenbon argues that while Books Two and Three fit into the genre of consolatio, ‘the work goes far 

beyond the conventions of the consolatio in the scope of its philosophical discussion’ (J. Marenbon, Boethius 

[Oxford, 2003], p. 97). 
18 Marenbon, Boethius, pp. 96-97.  
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suggests that Boethius’s purpose could have been to demonstrate that secular philosophy is 

limited in the consolation it can offer: Philosophia does not provide ‘a way for Boethius to 

grasp and gain the highest good to which she has led him’.19 As this chapter will demonstrate, 

the Old English version, with the pragmatism of the Pastoral Care, offers wisdom as a weg 

(‘way’) through which one can attain the good that Boethius’s Philosophia describes: 

significantly, this weg has its roots in cræft (‘skill, strength, virtue’), a term which applies 

both to worldly skill and spiritual virtues.20 

 While the Alfredian version represents the first sustained translation of De 

Consolatione into English, Boethius’s dialogue had long-standing Anglo-Saxon associations, 

as it was likely Alcuin who introduced the text to the Carolingian world.21 Arguably the most 

significant body of works that arise from Carolingian engagement with the De consolatione is 

the extensive commentary tradition, which can be divided into two main strands, one 

attributed to Remigius of Auxerre, the other to the ‘anonymous of St Gall’, 22 though this neat 

distinction has been problematised in recent years.23 The extent to which these expansive 

                                                 
19 Marenbon, Boethius, pp. 162-63.  
20 The meaning of the word cræft in Alfredian texts has received much critical attention. Clemoes remarks that it 

‘was one of the king’s favourite words’, and demonstrates that, significantly, it renders Latin virtus (‘virtue’), 

whereas in the tradition of Mercian translations and glosses, this term was normally rendered by mægen. Unlike 

mægen, cræft suggests intelligence, as well as physical strength; it implies the process of action from ‘inception’ 

to ‘accomplishment’ (Clemoes, pp. 223-27). See also Discenza, ‘Power, Skill and Virtue’: Discenza argues that 

the author’s use of the same word for the three referents in her title serves to ‘form a conceptual link between 

them’ (p. 82).   
21 J. Bately, ‘Boethius and King Alfred’, in Platonism and the English Imagination, ed. A. Baldwin and S. 

Hutton (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 38-44 (p. 38). For Boethius’s influence on Alcuin, specifically on his Disputatio 

de Vera Philosophia, see J. Marenbon, From the Circle of Alcuin to the School of Auxerre: Logic, Theology, 

and Philosophy in the Early Middle Ages (Cambridge, 1981), p. 31; and Pratt, Political Thought, p. 271. See 

further M. Gibson, ‘Boethius in the Carolingian Schools’, TRHS, 5th ser., 32 (1982), 43-56 (pp. 45-47). 
22 See J. Wittig, ‘King Alfred’s Boethius and its Latin Sources: A Reconsideration’, ASE 11 (1982), 157-98 (pp. 

187-89) for a list of the manuscripts of the De Consolatione which correspond to the Remigian strand, and 

which correspond to the St Gall. See also Godden and Irvine, I, pp. xlv-vi, for up-to-date locations of 

manuscripts. On a commentary distinct from these two strands, found in Rome, Vatican City, Biblioteca 

Apostolica Vaticana, MS lat. 3363, originating from early ninth-century Fleury but containing various insular 

glosses, see M. Godden, ‘Alfred, Asser, and Boethius’, in Latin Learning and English Lore: Studies in Anglo-

Saxon Literature for Michael Lapidge, ed. K. O’Brien O’Keeffe and A. Orchard, 2 vols (Toronto; London, 

2005), I, pp. 326-48.  
23 Godden and Irvine, I, p. 7.  
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glosses influenced the Old English translator has long been the subject of scholarly debate.24 

Jacob Hobson has recently offered an approach to the commentary tradition that considers the 

glosses not so much as a source, but as a way of reading De Consolatione which informed the 

Boethius-author’s reading of the Latin.25  

Though Boethius was a Christian, the pursuit for the good in De Consolatione is 

understood primarily in terms of philosophy, rather than religion.26 This pursuit is moreover 

rooted in the individual’s own mental journey. Discenza contrasts this focus on the 

individual’s personal quest for understanding with the ideology of Gregory’s Regula 

Pastoralis: 

 

The Boethian journey to the good is an individual one that recognizes no 

responsibilities towards others, but the Gregorian ruler must be constantly concerned 

with the spiritual well-being of his subjects and must engage with the world to 

understand his fellows and the temptations they face. Alfred adopts these Gregorian 

values for inculcation into current and future rulers.27 

 

If the Boethius-author was influenced by the Gregorian ideology of the Pastoral Care, the 

awareness of the individual’s, especially the ruler’s, duty to carry out his worldly 

responsibilities could explain in part the defence of wealth in the Boethius.28 The changes that 

the Old English author makes to Boethius’s depiction of wealth represent just one aspect of 

the adaptive process that results in the Old English Boethius, a version of Boethius’s Latin 

that is far more ‘transformation’ than ‘translation’, to borrow Bately’s distinction.29 

                                                 
24 See B. S. Donaghey, ‘The Sources of King Alfred’s Translation of Boethius’s De Consolatione 

Philosophiae’, Anglia 82 (1964), 23-57, which draws upon Pierre Courcelle, ‘Étude critique sur les 

commentaires de la Consolation de Boèce (IXe-XVe siècles)’, Archives d’histoire doctrinale et littéraire du 

Moyen Âge 12 (1939), 5-140; see also D. K. Bolton, ‘The Study of the Consolation of Philosophy in Anglo-

Saxon England’, Archives d’histoire doctrinale et littéraire du Moyen Âge 44 (1977), 33-78. Joseph Wittig 

differs from many scholars in arguing that the Old English translator was not making extensive use of a 

commentary at all (Wittig, ‘King Alfred’s Boethius and its Latin Sources’).  
25 J. Hobson, ‘Translation as Gloss in the Old English Boethius’, MÆ 86 (2017), 207-23 (p. 208).  
26 On Christianity in De Consolatione, see Marenbon, Boethius, pp. 154-59. 
27 Discenza, King’s English, p. 96.  
28 On the influence of Gregorian thought on the Alfredian corpus, see Discenza, ‘Influence of Gregory’.  
29 J. M. Bately, The Literary Prose of King Alfred’s Reign: Translation or Transformation? (London, 1980), pp. 

13-14. 
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 The Old English Version 

The Old English version of De Consolatione is characterised by a pragmatism that is absent 

from the Latin text: abstract figures are made concrete, as in the famous wagon-wheel 

metaphor, hints are given as to what course the argument will follow later in the dialogue and 

rhetorical questions are given answers, or simply changed into statements.30 One of the major 

departures that the Old English makes from De Consolatione is the increase of specifically 

religious reference.31 F. Anne Payne suggests that the changes that the translator makes serve 

to present God as more of an active participant in the world of men.32 The commentary 

tradition which surrounds De Consolatione may have contributed to this more overtly 

Christian reading. Pratt maintains that ‘wherever possible, glosses explained Boethius’ Neo-

Platonism in explicitly Christian terms.’33 Similarly, Jerold Frakes observes that ‘Fortuna’s 

suggestion that the Prisoner might hope for a better future, since her attitude towards him 

might well change again, is interpreted by Remigius as a reference to the Christian idea of the 

eternal life in heaven.’34 The Boethius-author moreover emphasises the just distribution of 

rewards and punishments, bringing the arguments of the dialogue in line with a Christian 

worldview.35 Boethius’s argument for the existence of unjust suffering in the world rests on 

the fact that goodness and wickedness are their own rewards and punishments (4p4). When 

Mod asks Wisdom if the good receive rewards and the wicked punishments, he responds with 

the characteristically emphatic words:  

                                                 
30 Discenza, King’s English, pp. 23 and 64-66. See also Hobson, who argues that the changes that the Old 

English author makes, sometimes simplifying meaning or making it more concrete, sometimes providing a 

deeper interpretation, reflect the sorts of glosses added by commentators; like the glosses, Hobson argues, these 

adaptations are often triggered by individual words, though these small-scale revisions can accumulate to result 

in significant adaptation of the argument (pp. 208 and 212-14). 
31 Godden and Irvine, I, pp. 66-67; Godden and Irvine point out that while the translator adds many references to 

religion, there are very few explicitly Christian references (see B12.17, B39.206 and perhaps B5.18).  
32 Payne, p. 50. 
33 Pratt, Political Thought, p. 274. 
34 Frakes, p. 74; see Paris, Bibliothèque nationale, MS lat. 15090, fol. 20r. 
35 For more on rewards and punishments in the Boethius, see H. Momma, ‘Purgatoria Clementia: Philosophy 

and Principles of Pain in the Old English Boethius’, in The Legacy of Boethius, ed. McMullen and Weaver, pp. 

53-69 (pp. 55-64).  
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Hu ne sæde ic þe ær þæt ða godan habbað edlean hiora godes ægþer ge her ge on 

ecnesse, and þa yfelan eac habbað edlean heora yfeles ægþer ge her ge eft on ecnesse? 

(B38.144-47) 

 

(Did I not say to you before that the good have a reward for their goodness both here 

and in eternity, and the evil also have a reward for their evil both here and again in 

eternity?) 

 

The author of another Alfredian adaptation, the Prose Psalms, discussed in Chapter Six, 

likewise emphasises the just rewards distributed by God. This Alfredian preoccupation with 

rewards is relevant to the analysis of wealth language in the corpus, as the Pastoral Care-

author employs wela in the context of heavenly rewards, referring to the blessings that the 

good receive after death (see Pastoral Care 333.4).36  

 Another of the major departures in the Old English is the transformation of the female 

Philosophia into the male personification of wisdom. Some critics have interpreted this 

substitution as another example of Christianisation, given the association between wisdom 

and Christ.37 Moreover, the Old English translation specifically associates wisdom with 

divinity: ‘forþam se wisdom is God’ (B41.113) (‘for wisdom is God’).38 Payne holds that Old 

English Wisdom is not meant to represent God, though she acknowledges that there are 

certain Christological features in his personification.39 More convincing is the argument that 

                                                 
36 Whether or not one assumes common authorship for the Boethius and the Pastoral Care, the entry for the Old 

English Boethius in Fontes Anglo-Saxonici suggests that the author used the Old English Pastoral Care as a 

source on four occasions. The first two of these are in the prose preface to the Boethius, which uses the prose 

preface to the Pastoral Care as a source. The other two examples can be found at B36.179-82 and B37.114-16. 

The source material from the Pastoral Care can be found at 429.24-28 and 421.2-6. There is also evidence for 

use of the Old English Dialogues: see Boethius B34.307-08, and Dialogues 149.34-150.1 (N. G. Discenza, ‘The 

Sources of Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy [Cameron B.9.3]’, 2001, Fontes Anglo-Saxonici: World 

Wide Web Register, http://fontes.english.ox.ac.uk/, accessed on 31.03.17).  
37 E.g. I Corinthians 24, Ecclesiasticus 1.5 and John 1.1; see Pratt, Political Thought, p. 275. See also 

Augustine’s De Civitate Dei 17.20: ‘Hic certe agnoscimus Dei sapientiam, hoc est Verbum Patri coaeternum, in 

utero virginali domum sibi aedificasse corpus humanum’ (‘In this we surely recognize that the Wisdom of God, 

that is, the Word, coeternal with the Father, built in the virgin’s womb her house, a human body’) (Augustine of 

Hippo, De Civitate Dei, ed. and trans. W. M. Green et al., 7 vols, Loeb Classical Library 411-17 [Cambridge, 

MA, 2014], V, pp. 344-45). 
38 See also B42.40-41. 
39 Payne, p. 126. See B7.118-19 in which, according to Payne, Wisdom’s words recall Christ in Matthew 28.20; 

Payne further observes that like Christ, Wisdom is a both a mediator and is at times unable to ‘defend himself 

against human indifference and misunderstanding’. She concludes, however, that there is no evidence that 

Wisdom is meant to be Christ (pp. 127-28). 



127 

 

 

the Old English Wisdom recalls the personified Wisdom of the Old Testament, though it 

should be remembered that this personification is typically female, while Wisdom in the Old 

English Boethius is male.40 According to Pratt, ‘Carolingian readers understood Philosophia 

as the biblical Lady Wisdom’.41 He argues that the Old English transformation of Philosophia 

into Wisdom ‘enabled explicit account of Solomonic kingship’, as the personified Wisdom of 

the Old Testament is often depicted bringing riches to those who submit themselves to her, 

including King Solomon: as will be discussed below, in the Old English Boethius, Wisdom 

claims ‘true riches’ as his servant.42 Pratt observes that the commentary traditions associated 

with both the Anonymous of St Gall and Remigius interpret Philosophia’s ‘sceptre as the 

“riches and glory” carried in Wisdom’s left hand’ (Proverbs 3.16).43 This reading resonates 

with the pairing of wealth and wisdom in the prose preface to the Pastoral Care. Through 

analysis of the language of wealth, this chapter will assess the complex relationship between 

wealth and wisdom in the Boethius.  

 While the Old English dialogue ostensibly takes place between two speakers, Mod 

and Wisdom, the author sometimes refers to Gesceadwisnes (‘Reason’) as a variation on or 

perhaps different aspect of Wisdom.44 Gesceadwisnes is the name of one of the two speakers 

in the Old English Soliloquies, discussed in Chapter Five, suggesting if not common 

authorship, at least a common background for the two dialogues. While Discenza maintains 

that ‘the text ultimately connects this figure to the divine’,45 Payne argues that gesceadwisnes 

is one of God’s gifts to men ‘and hence is a particularly human faculty’.46 The term 

                                                 
40 For example, Wisdom 7.12, where wisdom is referred to as mater (‘mother’).  
41 Pratt observes further that the commentary traditions associated with Anonymous of St Gall and Remigius 

both interpret Philosophia not only as ‘divine Sapientia, but Christ himself, whom Paul had identified as the 

wisdom of God’ (Political Thought, p. 275). 
42 Pratt, Political Thought, p. 280. See Proverbs 3.16, 8.18 and 14.24; Wisdom 7.11-13 and 8.18; Ecclesiasticus 

1.21, 4.21 and 24.23.  
43 Pratt, Political Thought, p. 275. 
44 Discenza notes that unlike Wisdom, Gesceadwisnes is feminine (‘The Old English Boethius’, pp. 200-01). 
45 Discenza, ‘The Old English Boethius’, p. 201. 
46 Payne, p. 128; see B41.138-40. 



128 

 

 

gesceadwisnes is significant in the context of wealth, as that Pastoral Care-author frequently 

introduces the adverb gesceadwislice in passages of Gregory’s text that deal with wealth, 

implying that reason is necessary for the correct use of wealth. 

 

 Wealth in De Consolatione 

Before considering how the Old English author depicts wealth in his adaptation of Boethius’s 

text, it is first necessary to understand how wealth is presented in his source material, De 

Consolatione. Boethius mainly uses the words divitia and opes to refer to wealth or riches, 

and these terms largely refer to material possessions or money; likewise, the adjective dives 

tends to refer to the literally wealthy.47 Pecunia is employed to refer to money or wealth in 

general, and bona refers to goods of both a material and spiritual nature. In the Old English 

version, wela refers, as it does in the Pastoral Care, to both literal riches and immaterial 

prosperity. In the Latin, while divitia, opes and dives are usually restricted to literal 

application, there are occasions where Boethius draws upon the metaphorical sense, for 

example, when Philosophia reminds “Boethius” of how valuable it is to know who one’s true 

friends are: ‘Nunc et amissas opes querere; quod pretiosissimum divitiarum genus est amicos 

invenisti’ (2p8, 24-26) (‘As it is, you are even complaining of your lost wealth: but you have 

found the most precious of all kinds of riches – true friends’).48 However, here Boethius 

draws upon a metaphorical sense of wealth whereas, as we will see, the Old English author 

exploits an immaterial referent of wela, rather than employing the word figuratively. More 

similar to the Old English author’s technique is Boethius’s use of bona, which can refer to 

both material and spiritual goods; indeed, Boethius makes good use of this semantic fluidity: 

 

 Opes honores ambiant; 

                                                 
47 See Godden and Irvine, I, p. 74. 
48 Quotation and translation are taken from Boethius: The Theological Tractates and The Consolation of 

Philosophy, ed. and trans. H. F. Stewart, E. K. Rand and S. J. Tester, Loeb Classical Library 74 (London; 

Cambridge, MA, 1973) (pp. 224-25). See also dives in 2m2, 19-20 (Stewart et al., pp. 184-85).  
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 Et cum falsa gravi mole paraverint, 

 Tum vera cognoscant bona. 

 (3m8, 20-22) 

 

 (Let them strive for wealth and honours, and then 

 When they have gained false goods with labour great, 

 Let them recognise true goods.49) 

 

The falsity of goods such as earthly wealth is one of the central concerns of the first half of 

De Consolatione. As mentioned above, the Carolingian commentary tradition presents 

Philosophia in terms of the Old Testament Sapientia, bringing wealth to her followers, which 

may well have influenced the Old English author: Boethius himself, however, does not 

portray wealth in such glorious company. In Book One, wealth is one of the worldly goods of 

which “Boethius” has been deprived. Indeed, the paradox presented here is the premise of the 

work: why should good men be deprived of their worldly goods? In Book Two, Philosophia 

seeks to address this complaint firstly by showing that “Boethius” never truly possessed any 

of the gifts that Fortune bestowed upon him. This is achieved through the speech of the 

personified Fortuna: ‘Habes gratiam velut usus alienis, non habes ius querelae tamquam 

prorsus tua perdideris’ (2p2, 14-16) (‘You should thank me, as having enjoyed the use of 

what was not yours, not complain as if you had lost something of your own’). 50 Later in the 

work, we learn that Fortuna is subject to divine order, as one operation of fatum (fate), 

meaning that her goods are ultimately under divine control. At this stage, however, Boethius 

presents Fortuna as the capricious goddess-figure, who is commonly understood to control 

the fortunes of men. 51  

As Book Two progresses, Philosophia systematically goes through each of the 

worldly goods (opes [‘wealth’], honores [‘honour’], potentia [‘power’], gloria [‘glory’] and 

                                                 
49 Stewart et al., pp. 262-63.  
50 Stewart et al., pp. 180-81. 
51 For more on the Roman concept of Fortuna, and her descent from the status of a goddess to a convenient 

rhetorical device, see Frakes, pp. 11-29.  
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voluptates [‘pleasure’]),52 explaining that they cannot truly be possessed, and indeed do not 

confer anything of value onto those who possess them temporarily.53 In Book Three, 

Philosophia introduces the idea of true happiness, which she comes to call the summum 

bonum (‘the highest good’). She argues that when men seek things like wealth or power, they 

are actually seeking, in those cases, sufficiency (sufficientia) and respect (reverentia) (3p2, 

74-75).54 Marenbon summarises Philosophia’s argument here as ‘where we have a desire, our 

real desire is for the end, even if we believe our desire is for a means to an end.’55 According 

to his reading, Philosophia’s point at this stage is that man commits a twofold error: firstly, 

he desires the means, rather than the end, and secondly, that means will not enable him to 

achieve the true end that he (subconsciously) desires.56 In the case of riches, for example, the 

avaricious man ostensibly desires wealth, though he really desires sufficiency; however, as 

Philosophia shows, wealth does not actually enable one to reach sufficiency, as the 

avaricious man always wants more. It is worth quoting 3m3 in its entirety, as it summarises 

Philosophia’s argument well: 

 

 Quamvis fluente dives auri gurgite 

 Non expleturas cogat avarus opes 

 Oneretque bacis colla rubri litoris 

 Ruraque centeno scindat opima bove, 

 Nec cura mordax deseret superstitem, 

 Defunctumque leves non comitantur opes. 

 (3m3) 

 

 (Let the rich man in his avarice pile up his wealth 

 [Which is never enough!] with flowing streams of gold; 

 Let him load his neck with Red Sea pearls; 

 And plough his fat fields with hundreds of oxen! 

 Gnawing care will never leave him while he lives, 

 Nor does his insubstantial wealth go with him dead).57 

                                                 
52 See 3p2, 47-48; voluptates is not dealt with explicitly in Book Two with the other four worldly goods, but is 

introduced in Book Three (Stewart et al., pp. 234-35).  
53 See 2p5 on wealth. 
54 Stewart et al., pp. 236-37. 
55 Marenbon, Boethius, p. 105. 
56 Marenbon, Boethius, p. 106. 
57 Stewart et al., pp. 244-45.  
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Marenbon observes that Philosophia’s argument subsequently changes direction: rather than 

criticising man for pursuing false goods (for example, riches), she chastises him for pursuing 

single goods (for example, sufficiency), rather than the single, ultimate good that these lesser 

goods make up (3p9, 45-49).58 The argument moves away from the deception and falsity of 

goods such as riches, with Philosophia becoming more concerned with explaining the logic 

of the perfect good. 

 

 Critical Attitudes Towards Wealth in the Old English Boethius 

As outlined above, Boethius rejects worldly wealth as the first of the false goods. Much 

scholarship on the Boethius has focussed on the Old English author’s ‘recuperation of earthly 

goods’, in Discenza’s words.59 As Allen J. Frantzen argues, the author ‘consistently viewed’ 

worldly goods such as wealth and power ‘more positively, and gave more emphasis to them 

in his arguments than did his source’.60  Indeed, Janet Bately identifies the toning down of the 

condemnation of earthly pleasures as representative of all four canonical Alfredian texts: the 

Pastoral Care, the Boethius, the Soliloquies and the Prose Psalms.61 However, critics such as 

Pratt take a more cautious approach, showing awareness of the Boethius-author’s widespread 

disdain for worldly goods, following the Latin.62 Discenza, usually a strong proponent of the 

“recuperation” argument, observes: ‘The Boethius at times locates positive value in worldly 

goods, but in almost the same breath it cautions against valuing them too much.’63 This 

chapter will highlight the confluence of two differing attitudes towards wealth, tolerance and 

                                                 
58 Stewart et al., pp. 266-67; Marenbon, Boethius, p. 107. See 3p9, 10-44 for Philosophia’s argument on how 

sufficiency, power, respect, fame and joy (the “ends” rather than the “means”) add up to the highest good 

(Stewart et al., pp. 264-67). 
59 Discenza, King’s English, p. 100; see Discenza, ‘The Old English Boethius’, p. 212, and Payne, p. 62.  
60 Frantzen, p. 49 
61 Bately, ‘Alfred as Author and Translator’, p. 134. 
62 Pratt, Political Thought, pp. 291-92. 
63 Discenza, ‘The Old English Boethius’, p. 214. 
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condemnation, within the single text, and offer a means of resolving these apparently 

contradictory views. As outlined above, it seems as though the audience for the Boethius was 

made up of pious laymen, especially those in positions of power and responsibility. The 

contradictory attitudes towards wealth in the text match the clash of secularity and devotion 

in the lives of such readers or listeners. The Boethius attempts to resolve this real-life conflict 

by enacting the sapiential development of one mind, Mod, which moves from a dependence 

on worldly wealth to the understanding that, while useful, it cannot offer true happiness. As 

with the Pastoral Care, readers are encouraged to use wealth, but to hold it at arm’s length.  

 For many critics, the argument that the Old English author rescues worldly goods is 

supported by the transfer of Fortuna’s speech in 2p2 to Wisdom (B7 in the Old English).64 

The point of the original Latin speech is to show “Boethius” firstly that worldly goods, 

including wealth, are in Fortuna’s domain (2p2, 5-8 and 17-18) – though we will later learn 

that Fortuna herself is an aspect of fatum, and so subject to divine order; secondly, that even 

though he seemed to possess worldly goods for a time, they actually were only on loan from 

Fortuna (2p2, 14-16); and thirdly that Fortuna is by her nature inconstant, and so cannot be 

expected to be just or consistent in the distribution of her gifts (2p2, 27-33).65 The 

transformation in the Old English version places the worldly goods wela and weorðscipe 

(‘honour’) under Wisdom’s control (see B7.64-121), creating a strong association between 

wealth and wisdom. Wisdom claims: ‘Ælc soþ wela and soð weorðscipe sindan mine agne 

þeowas, and swa hwar ic beo hie beoð mid me’ (B7.77-79) (‘All true wealth and true honour 

are my own servants, and wherever I am, they are with me’). Frakes argues that, as the goods 

                                                 
64 Godden and Irvine argue that this was an intentional choice on the part of the translator, their reasons being: 

the Latin is not at all confusing at the beginning of this speech, so would not mislead the translator; many 

manuscripts contain comments which make it clear that Fortuna is speaking; the speech itself suggests that 

Fortuna is the speaker and finally, later in this chapter, a speech is made in the voice of woruld-sælða (‘worldly 

blessings’) which summarises much of the speech of Fortuna, suggesting that the translator had understood the 

conceit (I, p. 51). See also Payne, pp. 80-82.  
65 Stewart et al., pp. 180-183. 
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have a divine origin in wisdom, ‘they must themselves have some positive value’.66 By 

making wealth a servant of Wisdom, the Old English author apparently rescues it from the 

contempt with which it is treated by Boethius.  

 However, as will be demonstrated over the course of this chapter, there are several 

factors that qualify this reading. Firstly, it is not altogether clear that soþ wela (‘true wealth’) 

refers to literal riches. Secondly, while the author defines Wisdom as the source of wealth at 

this point, elsewhere in this same chapter Wisdom tells Mod that woruld-sælða (‘worldly 

blessings’) ‘cumað of woruldgitsunga’ (come from worldly desire’) (B7.10).67 This 

inconsistency is typical of the Boethius-author’s attitudes towards wealth.  

 

 The Language of Wealth in the Old English Boethius 

The range of words for wealth in the prose Boethius is not dissimilar from that of the 

Pastoral Care or the Dialogues, the other prose texts considered so far. Wela is by far the 

dominant term, appearing 103 times in the Boethius, including compounds. The adjective 

welig appears on nineteen occasions, and eadig on seven occasions. Feoh is the second most 

common noun denoting wealth, with fifteen appearances as a simplex and one in the 

compound feoh-gitsere (B7.122 ) (‘avaricious person’). Other words for wealth, such as hord 

and gestreon appear only twice each, and maðm appears only in the compound maðm-hird 

(B27.94) (‘treasurer’). Æht is more common, appearing on eight occasions, once in the 

compound woruld-æht (B13.6) (‘worldly possession’). As with woruld-æht, the collocations 

and compounds of wela and other words for wealth usually stress the worldliness and 

fleetingness of the riches of this life. The compound woruld-wela (‘worldly wealth’) appears 

on five occasions; the author also uses woruld-ar (‘worldly honour’), woruld-god (‘worldly 

                                                 
66 Frakes, p. 82. See also Payne, p. 63; and Discenza ‘The Old English Boethius’, p. 213. 
67 The term woruld-gitsung only appears in the Boethius and the Metres.  
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good’) and woruld-sped (‘worldly success’, ‘worldly goods’). Woruld-(ge)sælð, which 

encompasses wealth, appears 22 times, often rendering Latin fortuna or felicitas – a function 

that wela performs on occasion. Wela frequently collocates with the words middangeard 

(‘earth’), e.g. B12.8, 13.24, 13.37, 26.40, and anweard (‘present’), e.g., B14.118, 24.62, 

26.12, 32.2, 32.80, 34.198, 39.293. While these compounds and collocations imply that there 

is a wela that is not worldly and fleeting, they certainly cast the wealth of this world in a 

negative, transitory light. This negativity contributes to the widespread condemnation which 

the Boethius-author, following his source, casts upon wealth, and which is sometimes 

overshadowed in criticism by the more striking, though less frequent, defences of worldly 

wealth.  

Despite being the most common word for wealth in the Boethius, it is not always clear 

what wela refers to. As the first chapter of this thesis has shown, from the very early poetry of 

the Old English period, the word wela has enjoyed greater semantic fluidity than words such 

as maðm and frætwe, referring both to literal treasures, as those words do, and also to 

prosperity, or even happiness. In their brief survey of the vocabulary of wealth in the 

Boethius, Godden and Irvine maintain that while wela is used to translate Boethius’s divitia 

and opes, both wela and welig ‘also have a wider sense which is easily confused, designating 

a general prosperity or good fortune which might embrace all five of the worldly goods or 

denote any one of them.’68 The ambiguous referents of wela and welig, and the very similar 

ead and eadig, support the developing understanding of true riches in the Boethius: wela and 

ead mean different things to Mod at different points in the dialogue, depending on the level of 

his intellect. This ambiguity likewise supports the hypothesis of a broad audience, as wela 

and ead may suggest different sorts of riches to different readers, depending on their lifestyle 

and learning. While some readers may come to the Boethius with a sure sense that the only 

                                                 
68 Godden and Irvine, I, p. 74.  
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riches that matter are those stored in the physical hord, the aim of the dialogue is that these 

readers, in conversation with their own wisdom, supplement this sense of wela with an 

understanding of true, immaterial riches. The ambiguous nature of wela and ead make such 

instruction possible. 

 This thesis approaches the ambiguity of wela with the understanding that the referent 

‘riches’ is always implicit, whether or not it also evokes immaterial referents. Godden, on the 

other hand, argues that there are times in the Boethius when wela does not refer to ‘riches’ at 

all. However, Godden’s conclusion is motivated by his belief that the adjective rice only 

refers to the powerful, not the wealthy, in the late ninth century, and so it is integral that he 

shows that when rice appears in the Boethius alongside wela, there are no connotations of 

wealth. This conclusion is problematised by the doubts which Godden himself later cast on 

dating the Boethius to the period of Alfred’s lifetime.69  

 The doublet of wela and anweald (‘power’) appears twelve times in the Boethius, 

across three chapters. Godden argues that wela does not refer to wealth in this doublet. He 

suggests that the Boethius-author was unsure how to translate Boethius’s honores and 

dignitates, which refer to ‘political honours’, such as the position of consul, and were distinct 

from the other false goods of wealth, power, glory and pleasure.70 Godden argues: ‘One of his 

rather misleading solutions was to use the doublet ‘anweald and wela’ as a rough equivalent 

to dignitates’, with wela here, according to Godden, not signifying wealth but ‘worldly 

prosperity or fortune in a more general sense.’71 Godden’s objective here is to show that the 

Boethius-author, like other ninth-century writers, did not use the adjective rice to refer to the 

wealthy, but only the powerful; this shift occurs, he argues, only in the tenth century.72 

Therefore, it is imperative that he shows that the wela in B27, a chapter on honours, in which 

                                                 
69 Godden, ‘Did Alfred Write Anything?’ and ‘Myth and Reality’.  
70 Godden, ‘Money, Power and Morality’, p. 45.   
71 Godden, ‘Money, Power and Morality’, p. 45. 
72 Godden, ‘Money, Power and Morality’, pp. 48-54. 
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rice also occurs, cannot be real riches, or else rice would be associated with financial wealth. 

A number of factors complicate Godden’s conclusion. Firstly, his argument depends upon the 

Boethius being composed in the ninth century, not the tenth; Godden’s subsequent 

publications cast doubt on whether the Boethius needs to be dated within Alfred’s own 

lifetime. Secondly, it seems perfectly logical that wela, in this doublet, could refer to the 

literal wealth brought by honours and power, as in B16: 

 

Ac sege me nu hwæt eower deorwyrðesta wela and anweald sie þe ge swiðost girnaþ. 

Ic wat þeah þæt hit is þis anwearde lif and þes brosnienda wela þe we ær ymbe 

spræcan. (B16.39-41)  

 

(But say to me now what your precious wealth and power is which you most greatly 

yearn for. I know however that it is this present life and this perishing wealth which 

we previously spoke about.) 

 

As the immediately preceding chapters concern wealth, it is likely that this is what Wisdom 

means when he says ‘þe we ær ymbe spræcan’: this wela, then, must be literal wealth. B29, 

on royal power, also features many examples of the doublet ‘wela and anweald’ (B29.3, 7, 

27-28 and 65-66), while wela features only once in one of the chapters on glory (B19.13; the 

others are B18 and B30) and not at all in the chapter on bodily pleasures (B31). The author 

seems to have closely associated wealth with power, both the kind related to political offices 

(i.e., dignitates) and that associated with kingship. Indeed, in the quotation above, ‘wela and 

anweald’ translates potentia (2p6, 15), with wela an addition in the Old English. It is evident 

that the Boethius-author feels compelled to discuss wealth and power together, perhaps due to 

an explicit concern for the use of wealth by the powerful. This conclusion accords with the 

proposed secular or mixed audience of the Boethius. It should be noted that my critique of 

Godden’s argument necessitates a reassessment of rice in the Alfredian corpus: this adjective 

can arguably mean both ‘wealthy’ and ‘powerful’ in this set of translations.  

 It was demonstrated in the previous chapter that the Pastoral Care-author employed 

the language of wealth on certain occasions to refer to immaterial riches, namely the 
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blessings of heaven. It was argued in that chapter that the linguistic overlap between words 

for literal and immaterial riches encouraged a semantic overlap in the mind of the reader. The 

linguistic cross-over between financial and spiritual wealth could be seen to reflect the 

transformation of surplus money into blessings, through such good works as almsgiving. The 

Boethius-author is concerned not so much with this sort of transformation as the intellectual 

transformation that takes place in the mind of his reader. While this difference in approach 

could indicate different authorship or readership, it could simply be a result of the different 

source texts: Gregory’s deals with the practicalities of good governance, while Boethius’s is 

intellectually and philosophically motivated.  

 In B26 (3p3) the Boethius-author exploits the wide semantic range of the adjectives 

welig and eadig, illustrating the wide gulf between being wealthy and being truly prosperous. 

In this chapter, Wisdom explains to Mod that riches do not really make one happy. He 

admonishes Mod: ‘Hwi nære þu ðonne genog earm and genog unhyðig, þeah þe ðuhte þæt ðu 

welig wære [?]’ (B26.28-29) (‘Were you not then poor and disadvantaged enough, though 

you thought that you were wealthy?’). Mod agrees that although it seemed as if he was 

wealthy, he was truly poor (B26.31). Having established that Boetius / Mod was actually 

earm (‘poor’) even when it seemed to him that he was wealthy, Wisdom observes that if a 

man is earm he ‘ne bið eadig’ (B26.34) (‘is not wealthy / happy’).73 Wisdom’s discourse is 

enriched by the double meaning of eadig, as he leads Mod to the understanding that while 

riches may make one wealthy in a literal sense, they cannot make one spiritually wealthy, or 

happy. This point is reiterated as Wisdom’s argument progresses: 

 

                                                 
73 This section is not a direct translation of the Latin, but the closest approximation for eadig in the 

corresponding section is sufficiens (‘sufficient’) (3p3, 26). The Boethius-author could have translated sufficiens 

more accurately, as elsewhere he renders sufficientia (‘sufficiency’) as geniht (‘abundance’) (B33.23; see 3p9, 

17). See also B26.57 where, similarly, the closest Latin word to eadig is ‘sufficientes’ (3p3, 42) (Stewart et al., 

pp. 242-43 and 264-65). 
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Hu ne þincð me þonne nu þæt ealle þa welan þisses middaneardes ne mægon gedon 

ænne mon weligne, swa weligne þæt he genog habbe and no maran ne ðurfe[?] 

(B26.39-41)  

 

(Does it not then seem to me now that all the wealth of this earth cannot make any 

man wealthy, so wealthy that he has enough and does not need any more?) 

 

The irony is that wela does not make one truly welig. The underlying point here, hinted at 

with ‘þisses middaneardes’, is that one is only made wealthy by otherworldly riches. 

Wisdom’s argument in this chapter, located roughly in the middle of the dialogue, relies upon 

the dual meanings of welig and eadig: it would not have the power it does if welig and eadig 

were only understood in their material senses. Mod has begun to develop intellectually, and 

thus can begin to comprehend immaterial riches. The parallel section in the Latin reads: 

‘Opes igitur nihilo indigentem sufficientemque sibi facere nequeunt’ (3p3, 28-29) (‘Then 

wealth cannot make a man self-sufficient, lacking nothing’).74 There is no mention of ‘this 

earth’, nor the polyptoton (wela and welig) which lends such irony to the Old English 

version; the prominence of nihilo (‘nothing’) in the Latin sentence does, however, emphasise 

the emptiness of opes. Elsewhere, though, Boethius does generate rhetorical effect through 

the irony that riches do not really make their possessor rich: ‘O igitur angustas inopesque 

divitias’ (2p5, 19) (‘Well then, O riches, how poor and mean you are’).75 However, unlike the 

Old English author, he does not emphasise this ironic state of affairs through repetition of 

words sharing the same root; while Boethius’s prose may flow more smoothly, nobody could 

possibly miss the point in the Old English.  

There are three occasions in the Boethius where wela has an indisputably immaterial 

referent, all occurring towards the end of the dialogue, when Mod is approaching a state of 

wisdom and true understanding.76 In the first, Mod marvels at the idea of a sort of happiness 

which can give a lasting form of those blessings which men pursue on earth: 

                                                 
74 Stewart, et al., pp. 242-43. 
75 Stewart et al., pp. 200-01.  
76 See also feoh at B11.69, B20.41, B39.282, and possibly gestreon at B20.28. 
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Ac þæs me þincð þæt þæt beo seo soðe and seo fullfremede gesælð þe mæg ælcum 

hire folgera sellan [ðurhwunigende welan]77 and ecne anweald and singalne 

weorðscipe and ece mærða and fulle genyht. (B33.114-117)  

 

(But that seems to me that that is the true and perfect blessing which can bestow on 

each of its followers lasting wealth and eternal power and everlasting honour and 

eternal renown and full sufficiency) (emphasis added). 

 

In the corresponding Latin section, “Boethius’s” list is of the things men really seek when 

they seek the false goods. He believes that true happiness makes a man: ‘sufficientem, 

potentem, reverendum, celebrem laetumque’ (3p9, 81-82) (‘sufficient, powerful, respected, 

famous and joyful’).78 In the Old English, however, the author, in most cases, takes the term 

he has been using for the false, worldly good and pairs it with an adjective meaning ‘lasting’. 

Wealth appears in the Old English list twice: firstly, ‘ðurhwunigende welan’ in its usual place 

at the head of the list, and then at the end, ‘fulle genyht’, equating to the true good of 

sufficiency.79 This wela, then, is only distinguished from worldly wealth in that it endures. 

While it seems as though this wealth should not be understood in literal terms, the financial 

connotations of wela, as in Cynewulf’s poetry and The Phoenix, cannot be ignored, even in 

this other-worldly context. The vision of the afterlife in those poems and in this prose text is 

characteristically Anglo-Saxon, but not in the manner one might assume; this is by no means 

a heroic vision of paradise, adorned with the frætwe and madmas of Beowulf: nonetheless, it 

is a vision in which wealth, represented by wela, is very much a feature, in spite of the 

Boethius-author’s rejection of wealth elsewhere.  

                                                 
77 This bracketed phrase is omitted from the B-text: Godden and Irvine supply the emendation using both the 

damaged C-text and Junius’s marginal copy of that text in his version of the entirely prose B-text. In the C-text 

itself, only wunigende welan is legible (64r): the ðurh- part of this compound adjective is reconstructed from 

Junius’s marginal note of the C-text variant in his copy of the B-text. As the ‘and’ before ‘ecne’ is present in the 

B-text, it is safe to assume that ðurhwunigende welan is an accidental omission by the B-text scribe, whose 

manuscript was produced at a later date than that of the C-text, rather than an invention of the C-text scribe. Cf. 

CP19.114-15 (Godden and Irvine, I, pp. 314 and 462). 
78 Stewart et al., pp. 268-69. 
79 Godden and Irvine, II, p. 377.  
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 Elsewhere, wela refers to ‘future riches’, which, likewise, seem to be the riches of 

heaven. Departing from the Latin (cf. 4p6), Wisdom asks of Mod: 

 

Ac hwæt wille we cweþan be þam andweardan welan þe oft cymð to þam godum, hwæt 

he elles sie butan tacn þæs toweardan welan and þæs edleanes angin þe him God 

getihhod hæfð for his godan willan? (B39.292-96)  

 

(But what will we say about that present wealth which often comes to the good, what 

else is it but a symbol of the future wealth and the beginning of the reward which God 

has assigned to them because of his good will?) (Emphasis added.) 

 

Wela here refers to both the present, material wealth of this life, and the future, immaterial 

wealth of the next life. This defence of the riches of the good could well represent a 

concession to wealthy readers. Signs and symbols are significant in the developing definition 

of ‘true riches’ in the Boethius: while wealth is initially employed as a symbol for the powers 

of the mind (Wisdom’s soð wela), as Mod grows intellectually, he comes to learn, as here, 

that these riches are only a symbol of something greater. Fruitful parallels can be drawn here 

with the material culture associated with Alfred’s reign. The Alfred Jewel, which probably 

accompanied one of the copies of the translation of the Pastoral Care, serves as a powerful 

tacn (‘symbol’) of the precious wisdom contained within the manuscript.80 

Finally, at the very close of the Boethius, wela refers to God’s riches: ‘ne wexð his 

[wela na]81, ne eac næfre wanað’ (B42.27-28) (‘his wealth never grows, nor either does it 

ever wane’). Godden and Irvine describe the end of the Boethius, in which this line appears as 

a ‘long and eloquent encomium on God’s qualities, unrelated to the Latin or glosses’.82 God’s 

wela can arguably only be understood in immaterial terms. In this final chapter of the 

Boethius, the reader, like Mod and his Wisdom, should have come to understand that these are 

the riches that bestow true happiness. The semantic fluidity that enables these shifting, 

                                                 
80 See further Conclusion.  
81 The phrase in parenthesis represents the C-text reading; the B-text reads ‘welena’ (Godden and Irvine, I, pp. 

381). Cf. CP33.28-29. 
82 Godden and Irvine, II, p. 496. 



141 

 

 

developing referents originates in the Germanic association between wealth and good fortune, 

explored in Chapter One. It is because of this traditional overlap that terms such as wela and 

ead are so difficult to define, and so full of semantic potential for the Boethius-author. While 

the author implicitly preserves this native association between riches and immaterial good 

fortune through employing the full semantic range of such terms, the dialogue between 

Wisdom and Mod nonetheless undermines this feature of Germanic tradition, as Mod comes 

to realise that, conversely, riches bring only the image of good fortune. The fact that these 

immaterial referents for wela cluster towards the end of the dialogue affirms that it is only as 

his intellect develops that Mod learns that true riches are not to be found in material wealth.  

 

 “Natural and Right to Have” 

One of the most enigmatic appearances of wela is in B7, during the speech that in the Latin 

belongs to Fortuna and in the Old English to Wisdom, mentioned above. Wisdom claims wela 

as his servant here, specifying at times in this chapter that this is ‘soð wela’ (‘true wealth’).83 

This chapter has already demonstrated that, by the end of the dialogue, Mod comes to the 

understanding that true wealth is not to be found in earthly riches, but in God’s wela, which 

neither waxes nor wanes. As Mod develops over the course of his dialogue with Wisdom, he 

comes closer and closer to understanding what constitutes the soð wela that Wisdom claims as 

his own near the beginning of the dialogue (B7). The reader, likewise, could come to this 

same understanding. The dialogue can thus be understood in terms of clarification. In order to 

establish what true riches are, Wisdom must first establish what they are not.  

In De Consolatione, Philosophia spends part of Book Two going through each of the 

worldly goods: wealth, office, power and fame, and lists their faults.84 This is to show to 

                                                 
83 See Frakes, p. 118; Frakes’s assessment of Wisdom’s soð wela is discussed in greater detail below.  
84 Philosophia names only four worldly goods in Book Two; in 3p2 she introduces voluptates.  
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“Boethius” that these goods are not worth pursuing, while in Book Three she addresses the 

more complex argument that when men pursue these things they are truly seeking the states 

that people mistakenly believe can be fulfilled by the worldly goods: in the case of wealth, 

for example, men truly seek sufficiency. Wealth is the first of the goods to be treated, in 2p5, 

which becomes two chapters in the Boethius, B13 and 14. In these chapters Wisdom 

emphasises that, among its other faults, wealth is not natural to man. This is the theme with 

which B13 opens. Wisdom demands of Mod: ‘Geþenc nu hwæt þines agnes seo ealra ðissa 

woruldæhta and welena, oððe hwæt þu þæron age unandergildes’ (B13.5-7) (‘Think now 

what of these worldly possessions and riches are your own, or which of those you possess 

which is not to be paid back’).85 The sense of unandergilde (‘not to be paid back’), the only 

appearance of this word in the corpus of Old English, is the author’s addition, emphasising 

that the wealth of this world is not truly man’s, but in fact only on loan.86 The corollary to the 

foreign and transitory nature of all earthly wealth is that heavenly things are natural to man, 

as revealed in the next chapter of the Boethius: ‘Ac þa heofencundan þing ðe sint gecynde, 

næs þæs eorðlican’ (B14.18-19) (‘But those divine things are natural to you, not the 

earthly’).87 

The belief that wealth is unnatural to man is apparent in 2p5 but expanded upon in the 

Old English. The Boethius-author also adapts the Latin in order to acknowledge that riches do 

have some value, though they are of their own nature, not man’s. Philosophia asks of 

“Boethius”: ‘Divitiaene vel vestrae vel sui natura pretiosae sunt?’ (2p5, 6-7) (‘Are riches 

either really yours or precious by their own nature?’).88 The Boethius-author slightly changes 

                                                 
85 Cf. 2p5, 2-6 (Stewart et al., p. 198). Godden and Irvine offer a different translation: see II, pp. 18 and 299.  
86 Andergilde appears once in the extant corpus (Dicts of Cato 1.38 [R. Cox, ‘The Old English Dicts of Cato’, 

Anglia 90 [1972], 1-42 [p. 10]). Cf. the Soliloquies ‘Ðu us wel lerdest þæt we ongeatan þæt us wæs fremde and 

lene þæt ðæt we iu wendon þæt ure agen were, þæt ys, weoruldwela’ (52.5-7) (‘You taught us well to perceive 

that that which we previously believed to be our own was foreign and loaned to us, that is, worldly wealth’).  
87 This is additional to De Consolatione, but see Godden and Irvine for the possible influence of the glossing 

tradition (II, p. 302).  
88 Stewart et al., pp. 198-201. 
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(or misunderstands) the question and, as is his habit, has Wisdom provide an answer where 

Philosophia gives none: 

 

Sege me nu hwaðer se þin wela þines þances swa deore seo, þe for his agenre gecynd. 

Hwæðer ic þe secge þeah þæt hit is of his agenre gecynd nas of þinre. (B13.9-12) 

 

(Say to me now whether your wealth is for your sake so precious, or because of its 

own nature. Yet I say to you nevertheless that it is because of its own nature, not of 

yours.)  

 

The implications of this transformation are twofold: firstly, the Boethius-author reminds his 

readers that the preciousness of riches is nothing to do with the nature of the person who 

possesses them, reiterating his point that wealth is foreign to man; secondly, unlike Boethius, 

he explicitly acknowledges that wealth does have value.89 

 While such transformations certainly assert the value of wealth, it should be 

remembered that in these chapters on wealth, the dominant theme is not the inherently 

precious qualities of wealth, but rather its contrast to those things that are truly natural to 

man, such as his faculties of reasoning (gesceadwisnes). The Boethius-author’s great respect 

for such enduring, natural qualities, as opposed to fleeting and foreign goods such as wealth, 

can be seen throughout these chapters and, indeed, the rest of the dialogue. For example, 

Philosophia criticises the admiration men heap on gem stones: ‘Quid est enim carens animae 

motu atque compage quod animatae rationabilique naturae pulchrum esse iure videatur?’ 

(2p5, 25-27) (‘What is there, lacking the structure and movement of the living spirit, which a 

living, rational being could rightly think beautiful?’).90 The Boethius-author, while following 

the same argument, seizes upon the phrase rationabili naturae and makes this the focal point, 

with Wisdom wondering why men marvel at ‘æniges þara deadlicena þinga þe 

gesceadwisnesse næfð’ (B13.45-46) (‘any of those inanimate things that do not have reason’). 

                                                 
89 For other similar transformations, see B13.14-15 and 21-23. 
90 Stewart et al., pp. 200-01.  
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While in the Latin, ratio refers to the wasted quality belonging to the human being discerning 

the gems, in the Old English, the lack of reason is applied to the gems themselves.  

 In B14 the author continues to pursue this theme of wealth and other worldly goods as 

foreign to man.91 He develops his earlier contrast between rational men and riches into a 

comparison between men who are tricked by riches and irrational beasts:  

 

Þas eorðlican wæstmas sint gesceapene netenum to andlifene and þa woruldwelan synt 

gesceapene to biswice þam monnum þe beoð neatenum gelice, þæt beoð unrihtwise and 

ungemetfæste. To þam hi eac becumað oftost. (B14.19-22) 

 

(These earthly fruits are created as sustenance for beasts and worldly riches are created 

to deceive those men who are like beasts, who are unjust and immoderate. To them they 

also come the most often.) 

 

The parallel section in the Latin only refers to the fruits of the earth being sustenance for 

beasts (2p5, 40-41): Godden and Irvine comment that the addition is independent of both De 

Consolatione and its glossing tradition.92 By comparing men who are tricked by riches to 

beasts, the author implies that they, like the precious things they worship, lack the 

gesceadwisnes that he praises throughout the text. This addition has its parallels in other 

works associated with Alfred. Firstly, the reference to immoderation (‘ungemetfæst’) recalls 

the Pastoral Care, in which riches are shown to be acceptable when handled with 

moderation. Moreover, in the Prose Psalms (48.20) the translator diverges from Scripture to 

make wealth, as well as honour, the focus of his criticism:  

 

Ac þas spræce ne ongit na swylc mann, þonne he byð on welan and on weorðscipe, and 

onhyreð þonne dysegum neatum, and byð him swiðe gelic geworden. 

 

(But such a man does not understand at all what is said, when he is in wealth and honour, 

and imitates dumb beasts, and is made very much like them.) 

 

                                                 
91 See B14.14-15 and 97-98, both faithful translations of De Consolatione. 
92 Godden and Irvine, II, p. 302. 
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The Romanum (Ps. 48.21) has only ‘honore’ (‘honour’) at this point.93 As will be argued later 

in Chapter Six, the texts of the Alfredian corpus share between them a discourse whereby 

worldly prosperity ensnares men, making them like beasts. Gesceadwisnes can defend men 

from such snares, but can also be stolen from them by the allure of wealth.  

 Later in B14 the Boethius-author makes an addition which resonates with the well-

known, longer elaboration of the duties of a king in B17. In B14, Wisdom’s list of the 

necessities appropriate for a moderate lifestyle includes not only the essentials of food, drink 

and clothes, but also ‘tol to swelcum cræfte swelce þu cunne þæt þe is gecynde, and þæt þe is 

riht to habbenne’ (B14.24-26) (‘tools for such skill which you know is natural to you, and 

right for you to have’). Likewise, in B17, Mod lists those tools which a king requires (his 

priests, warriors and labourers, and their sustenance) to carry out his cræft: ‘butan þisum 

tolum nan cyning his cræft ne mæg cyðan’ (B17.13-14) (‘without these tools no king can 

make his skill / virtue known’).94 It should be stressed that, in Wisdom’s reference to the tools 

required to fulfil a cræft, the cræft must be not only right, but natural. When critics use B17 

to illustrate how the Boethius-author values worldly goods, they tend to overlook the fact that 

these goods are not the things which the author values the most. They are the means by which 

a man facilitates his cræft which, unlike those tools, is natural to him, and is therefore of far 

greater value.95 Wisdom, Mod learns, is ‘se hehsta cræft’ (B27.47) (‘the highest skill / 

                                                 
93 All quotations from the Romanum Psalter are taken from Le Psautier Romain et les Autres Anciens Psautiers 

Latins: Édition Critique, ed. R. Weber, Collectanea Biblica Latina Cura et Studio Monachorum S. Benedicti 10 

(Rome, 1953). Old English glossed psalters translate honor here either with weorðscipe, as in the Prose Psalms, 

or ar (‘honour’), or both; there is no mention of wela (Pulsiano, p. 704). The author of the Prose Psalms may 

have been tempted to use the doublet wela and weorðscipe, rather than weorðscipe alone, for the sake of 

alliteration. 
94 At times, it is difficult to decide whether cræft is best rendered by the modern English ‘skill’ or ‘virtue’: in 

these cases, both translations are given. On the word cræft in the Boethius, see Discenza, ‘Power, Skill and 

Virtue’. 
95 Godden observes that Mod’s speech here is critiqued by Wisdom in the next chapter, who counters that his 

defence of the king’s tools is motivated by a desire for fame, in spite of his arguments to the contrary (‘Player 

King’, p. 144). However, Discenza observes that the criticism in Wisdom’s response is ‘limited’ by certain 

qualifiers; for example, he warns Mod against the desire for ‘ungemetlices hlisan godra weorca’ (B18.7) 

(‘immoderate fame for good works’) (emphasis added) (‘Power, Skill and Virtue’, p. 99). 



146 

 

 

virtue’). As Mod develops over the course of the dialogue with Wisdom, he will learn that 

true happiness can only be found through those things, such as his cræft and his 

gesceadwisnes, which are natural to man. This emphasis on the importance of gesceadwisnes, 

especially in the context of wealth, recalls the Pastoral Care, and its insistence that wealth 

must be handled gesceadwislice (‘rationally’).  

 

 The Riches of Wisdom 

Many critics take Wisdom’s speech in B7 as evidence for the Boethius-author’s re-evaluation 

of worldly goods, as Wisdom claims soð wela as his own servant. However, this thesis will 

problematise the apparently straightforward assumption that Wisdom’s speech in B7, 

borrowed from Fortuna in Latin, is representative of a re-evaluation of wealth and the other 

worldly goods.  

 One complicating factor in B7 is Wisdom’s sporadic reference to his wela as soð 

(‘true’). This adjective elsewhere distinguishes true blessings from the false:96 it seems to 

follow that this wela can be seen in those same non-worldly terms. Frakes argues that every 

worldly good has a true or false form, the true form of wealth being represented by soð 

wela.97 The problem with this argument is that it relies upon a reading of the Boethius in 

which B7 taken to be is representative of the work as a whole. In reality, however, the 

collocation soð wela never appears again in the Boethius. In spite of this, Frakes includes 

‘true riches’, designated by ‘soðe welan’, in his table of terminology, which could be 

misinterpreted as indicating that the author uses this phrase throughout the dialogue to refer 

to a category of true, worldly wealth that regularly reappears.98 However, this is not the case: 

all uses are confined to B7.99  

                                                 
96 See, for example, B23.40-42. 
97 Frakes, p. 107-19. 
98 Frakes, p. 118. 
99 It is worth noting that soþ weorðscipe does appear elsewhere in the text (B33.7-8). 
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 If wela is read literally in this section, the Boethius-author’s ideology appears to fit 

very well with that of the prose preface to the Pastoral Care: that is, as in the case of 

Solomon, that the pursuit of wisdom produces wealth. Wisdom tells Mod: ‘Ægþer ge þira 

welona ge þines weorþscipes, ægþer þara þe com ær from me, þa hi þe onlande wæron’ 

(B7.67-68) (‘Both your wealth and your honour, they both came to you previously from me, 

when they were lent to you’). This seems a plain assertion that wealth, along with honour, 

comes from wisdom. In his next mention of wealth and honour the Boethius-author makes a 

significant addition. Wisdom says to Mod: ‘Ælc soþ wela and soð weorðscipe sindan mine 

agne þeowas, and swa hwar ic beo hie beoð mid me’ (B7.77-79) (‘All true wealth and true 

honour are my own servants, and wherever I am, they are with me’). While Boethius refers 

only to ‘[o]pes honores ceteraque’ (2p2, 17) (‘[w]ealth and honours and other such’), the 

Boethius-author clarifies that these are the true versions of these goods, whatever is meant by 

that, perhaps indicating that the Old English is not referring to literal riches here.100 However, 

it is plausible that soð wela refers to some sort of literal wealth that is differentiated from the 

usual kind. Wisdom later makes the confusing assertion that: ‘Þa mine þeowas sindon 

wisdomas and cræftas and soþe welan’ (B7.95-96) (‘They, my servants, are wisdom and 

skills / virtues and true riches’). A literal reading of wela here would be consonant with the 

prose preface to the Pastoral Care, in which wela follows the pursuit of wisdom.  

 However, while this reading makes sense in B7, it becomes fraught with difficulties 

when considered in the light of the complete dialogue. The Boethius-author, sometimes 

following De Consolatione, sometimes in his own words, repeatedly warns against the 

dangers and uselessness of worldly wealth: it must be asked whether this same author could 

so boldly claim that this wealth should be associated with wisdom, which he believes to be 

‘se hehsta cræft’ (B27.47) (‘the highest virtue’). As has been demonstrated, wela has 

                                                 
100 Stewart et al., pp. 180-81. 
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immaterial referents later in the dialogue, at the point at which Mod has gained the most 

wisdom: these immaterial referents are latent in these early references to soð wela. It is only 

after his mental journey that Mod has the discernment to see that soð wela cannot be found in 

literal wealth. While this may be obvious to some Anglo-Saxon readers even at this early 

stage of the dialogue, it may be that other readers come to this understanding at the same pace 

as Mod. The soð wela in B7 can be read either as literal or immaterial: indeed, this ambiguity 

arguably contributes to the artful complexity of the Boethius. 

 The ‘true riches’ of wisdom have many possible referents. The wela that appears 

towards the end of the dialogue refers to God’s riches and his blessings and rewards: this is 

the true wealth towards which Wisdom guides Mod. The Boethius-author explicitly links 

wisdom to the divine, suggesting an overlap between this divine wealth and the riches of 

wisdom. Arguably, a case can be made for a very specific quality which the Boethius-author 

understands as true riches: gesceadwisnes, man’s capacity for reason, that which leads him to 

wisdom and thus to God.  

 Gesceadwisnes is the quality which separates men from animals: as well as the 

qualities which both animate and inanimate creatures possess, man is blessed with the ‘micle 

gife gesceadwisnesse’ (B41.139-40) (‘the great gift of reason’). As detailed above, the author 

contrasts man’s reasoning mind with inanimate treasures, and marvels at how such a mind 

could be attracted to them (B13.42-47). An early indication that, in the Boethius, the mind’s 

riches lie in its rational capacities comes in his adaptation of Boethius’s library image. 

Philosophia says to “Boethius” that she seeks not a library ornamented with ivory and glass 

but ‘tuae mentis sedem’ (1p5, 23) (‘the storeroom of your mind’), in which she has laid up 

not books but what gives them value, the ‘sententias’ (1p5, 25) (‘opinions’) set down in 
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them.101 The Old English version is subtly different. Wisdom tells Mod that he does not desire 

walls made out of glass, nor: 

 

heahsetla mid golde and mid gimmum gerenedra, ne boca mid golde awritenra me 

swa swiðe ne lyst swa me lyst on þe rihtes willan. Ne sece ic no her þa bec ac þæt þæt 

ða bec forstent, þæt is þin gewit. (B5.29-32) 

 

(thrones adorned with gold and gems, nor do I desire books written with gold so much 

as I desire a right will in you. I do not seek books here but that which gives value to 

the books, that is your understanding.) 

 

Firstly, the Boethius-author adds more detail to the decoration of the library, perhaps in order 

to emphasise that, in spite of the library’s external value, the mind is worth much more to 

him.102 Secondly, for Philosophia the mind is valuable because it is a storehouse of 

sententias, while in the Old English, these sententias are not mentioned at all: full focus is 

given to Boetius’s mind. The gewit (‘mind’, ‘intellect’), which Wisdom values so highly, is 

similar to gesceadwisnes: it represents the capacity for reason. More explicitly than the De 

Consolatione, the Boethius-author sets up a comparison between treasures and the mind, with 

treasures representing the value of intellect.103 

Unlike worldly wealth, gesceadwisnes is not foreign and fleeting, but lasting, and 

right for men to have. Wisdom’s soð wela is associated with the similarly enduring and 

natural cræft. In the adaptation of 2m7, in which Fabricius is reinterpreted as Weland, 

Wisdom explains why he refers to Weland as wise: ‘Forþi ic cwæð þæs wisan forþy þam 

cræftegan ne mæg næfre his cræft losigan’ (B19.17-18) (‘I said “the wise” because the skilful 

one cannot ever lose his skill’). Wisdom and cræft are associated as things that cannot be lost. 

In B7, likewise, the Boethius-author links wisdom and cræft with Wisdom’s soð wela: ‘Þa 

mine þeowas sindon wisdomas and cræftas and soþe welan’ (B7.95-96) (‘They, my servants, 

                                                 
101 Stewart et al., pp. 162-63. 
102 See Discenza, King’s English, p. 20, on the additional treasure imagery.  
103 On a similar rhetorical technique in Old Testament wisdom literature, see Introduction.  
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are wisdom and skills / virtues and true riches’). The author clearly wanted his readers to 

understand soð wela in same light as wisdom and cræft, as something which cannot be lost.  

The contrast between fleeting and foreign external goods and enduring, natural goods 

such as gesceadwisnes recurs throughout the Boethius. Gesceadwisnes, like cræft, cannot be 

lost. In an elaboration of the Latin,104 Wisdom explains to Mod that ‘nauht nis betere on þis 

andweardum life þonne seo gesceadwisnes, forþam ðe heo þurh nan þing ne mæg þam men 

losian’ (B11.67-69) (‘nothing is better in this present life than reason, because it cannot be 

lost to men through any means’).105 He goes on to add: ‘forðy is betere þæt feoh þætte næfre 

losian ne mæg þonne þæt ðe mæg and sceal’ (B11.69-70) (‘therefore that money which can 

never be lost is better than that which can and must be’). The Boethius-author was evidently 

willing to use the imagery of wealth for gesceadwisnes here, indicating that soð wela may 

similarly refer to gesceadwisnes in B7.  

There is strong evidence that Wisdom’s soð wela in B7 is meant to be read not, or not 

primarily, as literal, material riches, which are by their nature false and fleeting, but the 

enduring riches of the mind.106 This chapter has shown that gesceadwisnes, as presented in 

the Boethius, could be understood as these riches: it is lasting and natural for man to have, 

and there are other occasions in the dialogue when the author compares or contrasts 

gesceadwisnes with treasure. While some readers may come to B7 with the same 

                                                 
104 Philosophia explains that there can be no true happiness in this life, and then posits that happiness is the 

highest good of a rational nature (2p4, 78-80). The Old English author misinterprets, or wilfully adapts, this to 

mean that the rational nature is the only good thing in this life.  
105 See Godden and Irvine, II, p. 295 for a gloss which interprets the Latin in a similar way.  
106 Some decades later, Ælfric uses the phrase soð wela in an immaterial sense, in association with heavenly 

wisdom (Ælfric’s Catholic Homilies: The Second Series: Text, ed. M. Godden, EETS s.s. 5 [London, 1979], pp. 

53-54, ll. 45-48). Fontes Anglo-Saxonici also finds thirteen examples of where Ælfric makes use of the Old 

English Boethius as a source, and one occasion for the Old English Pastoral Care: these occur in Catholic 

Homilies II 23, ll. 186-94 and 28, ll. 102-33 (the latter is the Pastoral Care example), ‘Nativity of Christ’, ll. 25-

32, ll. 41-48, ll. 49-59 and ll. 96-100 and ‘On Auguries’, ll. 222-24, ll. 225-28, ll. 229-40, ll. 241-44, ll. 245-47, 

ll. 248-50, ll. 251-56 and ll. 257-65 (Fontes Anglo-Saxonici: World Wide Web Register, ed. Fontes Anglo-

Saxonici Project, http://fontes.english.ox.ac.uk/, accessed on 31.03.17). 
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understanding as Mod, imagining only one sort of wealth, these readers should learn, by the 

end of the dialogue, that true riches, like true blessings, are not of the material world.  

 

 

 

 The Middle-Most Man 

Although the Old English dialogue leads the reader, in the path of Mod, to the understanding 

that worldly wealth cannot make one truly wealthy, it does, as has been demonstrated, ascribe 

some value to wealth and acknowledge that it can be put to good use. The need for wealth to 

be useful recalls the injunction against unnyt (‘useless’) waste of wealth in the Pastoral Care. 

The defence of wealth used well is felt most strongly in B17, when Mod defends the tools 

that a ruler needs: ‘Hwæt þu wast þæt nan mon ne mæg nænne cræft cyþan ne nænne 

anweald reccan ne stioran butan tolum and andweorce’ (B17.8-10) (‘Well, you know that no 

man can make a skill / virtue known, nor direct, nor steer, power without tools and material’). 

As mentioned above, cræft covers a range of different, though interconnected, meanings, 

including both ‘skill’ and ‘virtue’.107 The union of the material and spiritual in the word cræft 

represents a characteristically Alfredian fusing of secular and religious responsibilities that 

underpins the whole canon. Discenza shows that the referents of cræft, power, skill and 

virtue, are united in the Boethius not only lexically but ideologically: ‘Physical, mental and 

moral cræftas are all intimately connected in the works of Alfred, particularly the 

Boethius.’108 The cræft that Mod refers to, then, is physical, mental and moral all at once; the 

‘skill’ that he wants to make known, ostensibly that of secular governance, is nonetheless 

intertwined with moral virtue.  

                                                 
107 Discenza, ‘Power, Skill and Virtue’, especially p. 82. 
108 Discenza, ‘Power, Skill and Virtue’, p. 95. 
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 The deployment of the term cræft represents Mod’s developing intellect. While in the 

early speech of B17 Mod is focused on, and perhaps distracted by, the earthly tools through 

which he makes his cræft known, later in the dialogue, his Wisdom reveals to him how cræft 

leads one to God: 

 

Swa hwa swa þonne cræftig bið, he bið wis, and se þe wis bið he bið god. Se þe þonne 

god bið, se bið gesælig, and se þe gesælig bið, se bið eadig, and se ðe eadig bið, se bið 

god be þam dæle þe we ær rehton on þisse ilcan bec.109 (B36.171-74)  

 

(Thus whoever is then skilful / virtuous is wise, and he who is wise is good. He who 

then is good is happy, and he who is happy is blessed, and he who is blessed is a god 

to the extent which we previous explained in this same book) (emphasis added). 

 

The very first rung on this ladder to godhood is the state of being cræftig, that is, possessing 

cræft. Wisdom teaches Mod that to approach the divine he must be cræftig: not only morally 

virtuous but skilful in his physical and mental pursuits; as Discenza remarks, the Boethius 

‘never forgets that the rise to heaven begins here on earth’.110 This ideal state of combined 

piety and practical skills is arguably one of the strongest indicators that the audience of the 

Boethius was made up of devout laymen, like Alfred, perhaps even written by one such 

individual.  

 This archetypal pious layman can perhaps be seen in the figure of ‘middlemost man’, 

who forms the spoke of the well-known wagon-wheel, poised between earthly and heavenly 

concerns. This wagon-wheel metaphor replaces Boethius’s abstract image of concentric 

spheres rotating around a central sphere, which shows how the nearer man is to God, the less 

he is constrained by fate (4p6, 65-78). The Old English text is more concerned with asserting 

the force of faith. The transformation of the metaphor is doubly literal: not only is the wheel a 

concrete image, but the point of this section is to instruct men how to behave on earth, 

                                                 
109 On the translation of ‘se bið god’ as ‘is a god’, see Godden and Irvine, II, p. 70. There is no parallel for this 

passage at the corresponding point in the Latin (4p2).  
110 Discenza, ‘Old English Boethius’, p. 217; on the close connection between the journey to God and the 

‘pursuit of cræft’, see also Discenza, ‘Power, Skill and Virtue’, p. 98. 
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whereas Boethius is concerned with abstract truths which are harder to connect with real 

life.111 The Old English is more explicitly concerned with man’s behaviour: the author 

defines, at varying points throughout the wheel, the best men, the middle men and the worst 

men, who get increasingly further from God, represented by the axle (B39.160-93). Wisdom’s 

description of the middlemost man is pertinent, as the Gregorian or Alfredian ideal ruler, who 

balances his earthly and spiritual duties equally, is just such a middle man:112 

 

oðre hwile he smeað on his mode ymb þis eorðlice lif, oðre hwile ymb þæt 

godcundlice, swelce he locie mid oðre eagan to heofonum, mid oðre to eorþan, swa 

swa þæs spacan sticað oðer ende on þære felge oðer on þære nafe.113 (B39.166-69) 

 

(Sometimes he considers this earthly life in his mind, sometimes the divine, as though 

he looked with one eye to heaven and with the other to earth, just as the one end of the 

spoke sticks in the felly and the other in the nave.) 

 

While, for the Boethius-author, the best men are those nearest God (the axle), he evidently 

appreciates that there are certain men who can look to heaven and to earth at the same time, 

perhaps indicating that the author tolerated those who led a life made up of both secular 

duties and devotion to their religion, and perhaps was even writing with just such an audience 

in mind. This acceptance, moreover, resonates with the emphasis, in both the Boethius and 

the Pastoral Care, on moderation: the middlemost man dedicates himself not entirely to 

either lifestyle, but partakes of both in moderation.  

  

Conclusion 

While Philosophia has been criticised for revealing the summum bonum to “Boethius” 

without showing him how to get there, no such charges could be levelled against Wisdom, 

                                                 
111 Godden and Irvine offer a gloss which may have prompted this shift in focus to ‘individual humans’ (II, p. 

466). 
112 See VA 99-103 for this balance in Alfred’s life.  
113 Earlier, Wisdom describes Boetius as someone who looks with one eye to heavenly things and with one eye 

to the earthly (B38.191-93; see Godden and Irvine, II, p. 467).  
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who teaches Mod that the path to becoming a god lies in being cræftig.114 The lay reader is 

offered a philosophy which recognises the value of secular activity, even making it an aspect 

of devotion. In this philosophy, wealth is appreciated as a valuable part of the secular life. 

Through the shifting referents of words such as wela and eadig, the reader is invited to 

supplement (not replace) this understanding of wealth with the awareness of immaterial 

riches: God’s wela, or the riches of the mind, gesceadwisnes, which lead one closer to God. 

The Pastoral Care offers a practical guide for handling worldly wealth: one needs to be 

gemetlic (‘moderate’), gesceadwis (‘rational’) and to ensure that one’s wealth is not unnyt 

(‘useless’). The Boethius accommodates this practical ideology within the philosophical 

discourse of De Consolatione. The similarities between the two translations strengthen the 

case for single authorship; the differences can be explained by the difference in tone between 

the two source texts, one instructional, one meditative.  

 Discenza’s comments on the adaptations that the Boethius-author makes epitomise the 

attitude towards wealth which resonate throughout not only the Boethius but the Alfredian 

corpus as a whole: 

 

The source text advocates abandoning ordinary life; the translation urges not 

abandonment but transformation. Familiar elements would still be present in the new 

life held out by the Old English text, but they would have new meaning: the modes 

eagan [‘mind’s eyes’] would focus more on God, and cræft would no longer be just a 

means to a living or even intellectual entertainment, but a complex of skills and 

virtues which both help one in this life and make this life a path to the next (emphasis 

added).115 

 

The Boethius tolerates  this life and its accoutrements as a necessary precursor to the heavenly 

life: the worldly life is not presented as something to be reluctantly endured, but an 

opportunity for the individual to make their cræft known – to the best of their ability.116 

                                                 
114 Marenbon, Boethius, p. 163. 
115 Discenza, ‘Power, Skill and Virtue’, p. 104.  
116 See the phrase ‘andgites mæðe’ (‘measure of understanding’) in the Boethius and the Soliloquies, e.g., in the 

Boethius: ‘mon sceolde ælc þing ongitan be his andgites mæþe’ (B42.4-5) (‘one must perceive everything 

according to the measure of his understanding’) and in the Soliloquies: ‘Ac ælc fagnað þæs þe læste he ongytan 
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mæg by hys andgytes mæðe’ (70.2-3) (‘But each rejoices in that little which he can perceive through the 

measure of his understanding); see further Boethius BPP.12, B41.108-11, B42.3 and Soliloquies 70.18-19. 
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Chapter Four 

The Metres of Boethius: Heroic Poetry and Versified Prose 

 

The previous chapter focussed exclusively on the Boethius B-text, the entirely prose 

translation of Boethius’s De Consolatione Philosophiae. In the C-text, London, British 

Library, MS Cotton Otho A.vi, most, though not all, of the prose sections which correspond 

to a Latin metre have been versified.1 The poet of the Metres was faced with a rather different 

challenge to that of the prose Boethius-author. Whereas the latter had to negotiate the 

transition from Latin into the entirely new – and therefore entirely flexible – medium of 

vernacular, literary prose, the Metres-poet had to make this prose text sound like Old English 

verse, the form of which was dictated by centuries of tradition. The resulting poetry is a 

hybrid of two traditions: while at times the poet plucks vocabulary and even formulas from 

the poetic word-hord, at others, he appears content to replicate his prose source with very 

little concession to the style or vocabulary of traditional Old English poetry. In terms of the 

language of wealth, therefore, there is a curious blend of the heroic language familiar from 

poems such as Beowulf and the Junius manuscript Old Testament poems, alongside the plain, 

undecorated language of the Boethius B-text, Pastoral Care and Dialogues. The rich 

vocabulary of traditional Old English verse, which seems to embody an ancient, if waning, 

belief in the importance of treasure as a symbol of worth, has become mere ornamentation.  

 

 Audience 

The metrical preface to the Boethius frames the versification process as a concession to the 

‘selflicne secg’ (CMP.7a) (‘self-regarding man’), easily bored, it seems, by uninterrupted 

                                                 
1 In all but one example (CM5, a versification of B6, which translates 1m7 in the Latin), the prose sections 

which should be versified but which are not lack an indicator in the prose text that Wisdom has begun to sing 

(Alfred’s Metres of Boethius, ed. Griffiths, p. 10; and Thornbury, p. 234).  
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prose, implying that the prosimetrical version may have been designed for a different 

audience from that of the entirely prose text.2 Erica Weaver argues that in the two versions, 

which she understands to represent an opus geminatum, ‘we see devotional prose ripe for 

private contemplation, while the more entertaining and widely appealing poetry demands to 

be read aloud’.3 In the previous chapter I argued that readers of varying ability may have 

derived different interpretations from the B-text, and that readers with less education could 

develop their intellect alongside Mod, deepening their understanding as the dialogue 

progressed. The Metres could represent a version of the translation designed for audiences 

who lacked the literacy required to read the entirely prose B-text privately. This certainly 

resembles the situation described in Æthelweard’s Chronicon, dating from the late tenth 

century. Æthelweard praises the accessibility of the Boethius ‘not only for scholars 

[‘expertioribus’], but for any who might hear it read’.4 Katherine O’Brien O’Keeffe 

comments: 

 

In contrasting “expertiores” with “audientes” Æthelweard imagines two sets of users 

for the translation of the Consolation and two scenes of reading. That the scholars of 

the first set are readers with unmediated access to the text is reasonably inferred from 

the contrast with the ‘listeners’ of the second set. The listeners, by contrast, are moved 

by hearing the excellence of Alfred’s language as it is animated by reading aloud.5 

 

Whether the C-text was designed exclusively for illiterate audiences, or whether literate 

readers made use of both prose and prosimetrical versions, the creation of the two versions 

                                                 
2 Thornbury makes the suggestion that ‘unadulterated prose’ would not have been taken seriously by 

judgemental readers (p. 234). On the translation of ‘selflice’, see K. O’Brien O’Keeffe, ‘Listening to the Scenes 

of Reading: King Alfred’s Talking Prefaces’, in Orality and Literacy in the Middle Ages: Essays on a 

Conjunction and its Consequences in Honour of D. H. Green, ed. M. Chinca and C. Young, Utrecht Studies in 

Medieval Literacy 12 (Turnhout, 2005), pp. 17-36 (pp. 32-34). More recently, Irvine has argued that this 

reference to the ‘self-regarding man’ may only reflect the literary topos that poetry makes a refreshing 

counterpart to prose, rather than the reality of the intended audience (‘Protean Form’, pp. 8-10).  
3 Weaver, p. 230. Weaver suggests that Bede’s two lives of Cuthbert, which make up an opus geminatum, can 

be seen as a model for the Boethius, arguing that Bede’s preface to the prose life implies that the verse version is 

meant to be ‘entertaining’, compared with the ‘more scholarly’ prose version (p. 232). For the opinion that the 

opus geminatum form was more of an influence on the reception than the composition of the two versions, see 

Irvine, ‘Protean Form’.  
4 The Chronicle of Æthelweard, ed. and trans. A. Campbell (London, 1962), p. 51. 
5 O’Brien O’Keeffe, ‘Listening to the Scenes of Reading’, p. 36; see also, Weaver, p. 230.  
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demonstrate sensitivity towards the varying needs of different readers (and listeners). This 

awareness is perhaps a reflection of the nature of Alfred’s circle, in which ecclesiastics – 

even bishops – needed help with their Latin, and laymen were encouraged to pursue wisdom.  

 

 Composition 

It has been generally accepted that the composition of the prose text of the Old English 

Boethius preceded that of the prosimetrical, though there has been some debate as to whether 

the prose text was circulated as a text in its own right, or whether its sole purpose was as a 

preliminary stage for the prosimetrical version, which resembles the Latin text in its form.6 

However, Godden has convincingly shown that framing material in the B-text and Ælfric’s 

later use of this text rather than the prosimetrical version make it unlikely that the entirely 

prose text was intended only as a preliminary stage.7 This process of composition raises two 

major questions: whether the Metres-poet was the same person as the prose author, and, if he 

was not, whether he had access to the Old English prose translation, the Latin, or both. Bill 

Griffiths sees the poet and the prose author as one and the same, with the prosimetrical 

version serving as an opportunity for improvement, through consultation, or perhaps simply 

memory, of the Latin text, although he does observe that some of the changes ‘take the verse 

further away from the Latin original’.8 Karmen Lenz, likewise assuming that the poet knew 

De Consolatione, argues that the Metres are at times closer to the Latin than the Old English 

                                                 
6 The chronological priority of the prose is supported by examples where the prose text is much clearer than the 

verse, and the presence of prosaic syntactical structures and vocabulary in the poetry (Alfred’s Metres, ed. 

Griffiths, pp. 9-10; and M. Griffith, ‘The Composition of the Metres’, in Godden and Irvine, I, pp. 80-134 [p. 

80]). On the possibility of the prose only being a preliminary stage, see K. Sisam, ‘The Authorship of the Verse 

Translation of Boethius’s Metra’, in his Studies in the History of Old English Literature, pp. 293-97 (p. 294). 
7 M. Godden, ‘Editing Old English and the Problem of Alfred’s Boethius’, in The Editing of Old English: 

Papers from the 1990 Manchester Conference, ed. D. G. Scragg and P. E. Szarmach (Cambridge, 1994), pp. 

163-77 (pp. 167-68).  
8 Griffiths, Alfred’s Metres, pp. 36-37.  
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prose version.9 While Mark Griffith concludes that the Metres-poet was probably not the 

same person as the translator, Godden and Irvine maintain that the evidence is inconclusive.10  

 It has become commonplace to preface any comments on the Metres with the 

observation that they are not considered good poetry.11 Excuses are made for the poet on the 

grounds that the material he is shaping into verse is ill-suited as subject matter for traditional 

Old English poetry.12 However, this does not seem to be a stumbling block for the poets of 

the Junius manuscript Old Testament poems, who present biblical characters as Germanic 

heroes; indeed, in his discussion of the Metrical Psalms, a similar example of later Old 

English verse, Mark Griffith observes that while the content of the Psalter could have posed 

difficulties for the Metrical Psalms-poet, the Genesis A-poet, who would have faced similar 

difficulties, ‘allows himself to amplify his source, and it is this that makes his composing 

approximate to the normal style’.13 The Metres-poet’s lack of skill is generally measured in 

terms of his metrical deficiency or irregularity, disproportionately high incidence of prosaic 

vocabulary and low frequency of poetic diction.14 All three of these failings, however, can be 

ascribed to the Metres-poet’s desire to represent his prose source as closely as possible.  

                                                 
9 K. Lenz, Ræd and Frofer: Christian Poetics in the Old English Froferboc Meters, Costerus New Series 195 

(Amsterdam; New York, 2012), pp. 12-13. 
10 Griffith, ‘Composition of the Metres’, p. 134; Godden and Irvine, I, pp. 149-50. 
11 Sisam, ‘Authorship’, p. 293; D. D. Donoghue, ‘Word Order and Poetic Style: Auxiliary and Verbal in the 

Metres of Boethius’, ASE 15 (1986), 167-96 (p. 167); and S. B. Greenfield and D. G. Calder, A New Critical 

History of Old English Literature (New York; London, 1986), p. 245. Allan A. Metcalf, however, defends the 

Metres against accusations that they are not original by arguing that they were never meant to be; instead, he 

suggests, they were intended as a dressing of portions of the prose text as verse which, he maintains, is 

successfully achieved (A. A. Metcalf, Poetic Diction in the Old English Meters of Boethius, De Propietatibus 

Litterarum, Series Practica 50 [The Hague, 1973], pp. 2-3).  
12 Sisam, ‘Authorship’, p. 293; Greenfield and Calder, p. 247.  
13 M. Griffith, ‘Poetic Language and the Paris Psalter: The Decay of the Old English Tradition’, ASE 20 (1991), 

167-86 (pp. 167 and 181). 
14 Donoghue, p. 176; T. A. Bredehoft, Authors, Audiences, and Old English Verse (Toronto; Buffalo, 2009), pp. 

82-84; E. G. Stanley, ‘Studies in the Prosaic Vocabulary of Old English Verse’, NM 72 (1971), 385-418 (p. 

390); Sisam, ‘Authorship’, p. 297; and Thornbury, pp. 234-35. See Mark Griffith on the low frequency of heroic 

poetic diction in the Metres (‘Composition of the Metres’, p. 88). However, some studies have acknowledged 

the Metres-poet’s debt to Old English poetic formulas: see J. W. Conlee ‘A Note on Verse Composition in the 

Metres of Boethius’, NM 71 (1970), 576-85 (pp. 579-80); and Metcalf.  
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 Metcalf observes that when the Metres-poet introduces poetic words, which typically 

carry alliteration, he does so in the b-line, which tends to be independent of the prose source, 

while the a-line usually derives from the prose.15 However, there are difficulties with his 

definition of “unique poetic words”, by which he means words unique to the Metres, found 

nowhere else in Old English, verse or prose. The Metres-poet is faced with a rare challenge, 

and as such, his choice of words is sometimes limited: the words he creates cannot be taken 

to represent a specifically poetic vocabulary, but rather a vocabulary that allows him to deal 

with the problems he faces in his close adaptation of the prose. A good example is woruld-

gitsere, defined by B-T as ‘[o]ne who is a covetous of this world’s goods’, a compound noun 

which falls under Metcalf’s heading of “unique poetic words”, as it only appears in the 

Metres.16 However, the element gitsere never appears elsewhere in Old English verse, with 

the exception of feoh-gitsere (‘miser’), which also appears in the Metres (CM8.55b). In the 

case of woruld-gitsere, the Metres-poet is faced with versifying the prose text’s ‘welgan 

gitsere’ (B26.78). The addition of woruld- enables the poet to create the line: ‘Hwæt biþ ðæm 

welegan woruldgitsere’ (CM14.1). Woruld- appears to have been added entirely for the 

purposes of alliteration. Woruld-gitsere is not a poetic word at all, but part of the idiolect that 

evolves as the poet handles his source.17 Making the metres sound like the prose Boethius 

seems more important to the poet than making them sound like traditional Old English 

poetry. While Metcalf’s study is valuable, it does not take into account that the fact that a 

word appearing only in the Metres does not necessarily make it poetic: the Metres is not a 

straightforward poetic text.  

 Scholarship on the Metres is not limited to discussion of their composition and quality 

of the poetry. Lenz’s study of the Metres focuses on the poet’s interest in the workings of the 

                                                 
15 Metcalf, pp. 63 and 144.  
16 B-T, s.v. weorold-gitsere; Metcalf, p. 15. 
17 Bill Griffiths observes the high density of woruld- compounds in the Metres, and suggests that they are added 

for the sake of ‘easy alliteration’ (Alfred’s Metres, p. 29). 
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mind, and his elaboration of this theme as it appears in both the Old English prose version 

and the Latin text. Contrary to many critics of the verse text, she draws attention to the poet’s 

skill, arguing that at ‘key points’ the Metres ‘present a closer examination of thought’, than 

the prose.18 Other critics have focussed on the Metres as a text produced by a literate and 

Latinate tradition, rather than the traditional, oral one. According to Bredehoft, the Metres-

poet engaged with the Old English poetic tradition through borrowing from earlier poetry, 

including Beowulf, Elene, Genesis A, Andreas and Juliana, but for whatever reason carried 

out these borrowings mechanically, without a thorough understanding of traditional oral 

composition. This interpretation bears some resemblance to Mark Griffith’s analysis of the 

Metrical Psalms-poet, who, according to Griffith, was fully aware of the traditional 

vocabulary of Old English poetry, but was selective in which lexis he included.19  

A similar portrait is created in Emily V. Thornbury’s study of the Metres. Thornbury 

makes the case for a ‘Southern mode’ of Old English poetry, of which the Metres are 

paradigmatic.20 Poets of the ‘Southern mode’, she suggests, are concerned with representing 

continental, Latin sources as faithfully as possible, and as such use limited poetic diction.21 

This chapter will assess the Metres against the backdrop opened up by Bredehoft and 

Thornbury, arguing that the poetic diction that does occur in the Metres is sporadic, feeling 

more like an ill-fitting covering than an inherent aspect of the verse, and that the Metres are 

indebted to the Old English prose tradition as much as to the poetic. Treasure vocabulary is a 

particularly apt tool for dissecting the Metres-poet’s engagement with his poetic heritage, as 

it is such a hallmark of traditional Old English verse, and yet is so often incompatible with 

the subject matter of prose texts of Latin learning. Over the course of this chapter I will show 

that while the poetic language of treasure occurs infrequently in the Metres, the poet does on 

                                                 
18 Lenz, p. 24. 
19 M. Griffith, ‘Poetic Language’, pp. 168-69 and 173.  
20 Thornbury, p. 234.  
21 Thornbury, p. 224.  
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occasion introduce poetic diction that would not be out of place in heroic poetry. This chapter 

will address the contrast between the Metres-poet’s desire to faithfully represent the language 

of wealth in his prose source and his sporadic attempts to introduce elements from the Anglo-

Saxon poetic tradition.  

 

Treasure Vocabulary in the Metres of Boethius: The Prosaic Vocabulary 

Much of the wealth and treasure language in the Metres is inspired by the prose, and 

therefore is quite different from the vocabulary of treasure found in the poetry discussed 

earlier in Chapter One. As we saw in the previous chapter, by far the most common word for 

wealth in the Old English prose version of the Boethius is wela. Descriptions of gems and 

jewels in De Consolatione are, appropriately, rendered in neutral, rather than poetic, terms by 

the prose author, and the Metres-poet often (though not always) seems content to repeat these 

words rather than seeking out new ones: that is to say, there are more cases of gold and 

gimmas than maðmas. The ‘intractability’ of the subject matter of De Consolatione, to use 

Greenfield and Calder’s choice of word, for the Metres-poet’s purpose can only be so much 

of an excuse, as traditional treasure vocabulary abounds in poems such as Genesis A and 

Elene, both of which deal with specifically Christian subject matter.22  

 Unsurprisingly, the most common word for wealth in the Metres, as in the B-text, is 

wela, with four occurrences.23 The next most common are æht and gestreon, with three 

occurrences respectively.24 Wela, æht and gestreon are among the most common words for 

wealth in the prose texts considered thus far. This is partly due to subject matter, as the Latin 

source texts are more concerned with the abstract concept of wealth than physical treasures. 

Moreover, even when literal treasures must be discussed, prose writers are more likely to 

                                                 
22 Greenfield and Calder, p. 247. 
23 CM10.28a, 19.26a (woruld-), 19.43b and 21.22a. There are also four occurrences of welig (CM 1.37b, 8.8b, 

10.31a and 14.1a). 
24 Æht: CM14.4a, 19.43b and 25.16b; gestreon: CM1.23b, 8.58a and 14.11a (hord-).  
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choose æht than, for example, maðm, or a compound word such as ær- or þeod-gestreon on 

the grounds of style: unlike traditional Old English poets, prose writers are typically not 

concerned with detailing what kind of treasure they are referring to.  

 By surveying some key passages with a high concentration of wealth vocabulary, it 

will become clear that on many occasions the Metres-poet is content to either repeat a prosaic 

word for wealth from his source, adapt it to form a compound, or on occasion to bring in a 

new, prosaic or neutral word not found at that point in the source, thus maintaining the tone 

of his source text. In these cases, we can see him moving away from the traditional poetic 

style in which material wealth is described in lavish detail, through variation and inventive 

compounding. Rather, he chooses lexis that concisely represents the concept he aims to 

describe.  

 The first such passage occurs in Metre 7, in which Wisdom lectures Mod on how best 

to pursue wisdom, using the allegory of building a house. In this section, the pull of avarice is 

compared to the sinking sands that will swallow up the house of one foolish enough to build 

there:  

                                Ne mæg eac fira nan 

wisdom timbrian    þær ðær woruldgitsung 

beorg oferbrædeð.    Baru sond willað 

ren forswelgan;    swa deð ricra nu 

grundleas gitsung    gilpes and æhta, 

gedrinceð to dryggum    dreosendne welan, 

and þeah þæs þearfan    ne bið þurst aceled.25 

(CM7.11b-17) 

 

(Nor can any man build wisdom on a hill covered by worldly avarice. Barren sand 

will devour rain; so now the bottomless avarice of the wealthy for renown and 

possessions drinks dry perishing wealth, and yet the thirst of that need is never 

quenched) (emphasis added). 

 

Woruld-gitsung, like woruld-gitsere in CM14.1b, appears to have been chosen, as an 

adaptation of gitsung in the prose (B12.7), to provide alliteration, in this case, with wisdom. 

                                                 
25 Cf. B12.6-9 and 2m4; there is no exact parallel for these lines in the Latin.  
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Woruld and wisdom alliterate more commonly in the Metres than in any other verse text: this 

could be a result of the poet’s tendency to use woruld to form alliterative compounds, but 

also perhaps representative of how both prose and verse texts contrast the love of the things 

of the world with the pursuit of wisdom. This compound is an example of prosaic vocabulary, 

gitsung, creeping into the verse, as it does again a few lines later (CM7.15).26 The two words 

for wealth in this passage, wela and æht, though found abundantly in poetry, are the words 

commonly chosen by prose authors when writing about wealth: it is not so much the presence 

of wela and æht that is noteworthy, but the absence of other words for wealth. While 

‘dreosende welan’ is taken almost directly from the prose (‘dreosendan welan’ [B12.8]), æht 

is the poet’s addition. It occurs in the b-line, the place which, according to Metcalf, the 

Metres-poet often introduces poetic diction. As this word does not carry alliteration, he could 

have chosen any treasure or wealth word he wanted, as long as it fitted metrical requirements. 

Yet he chooses æht, a word more suitable for prose discourse than verse. Here we see the 

Metres-poet not just maintaining the vocabulary of the prose portion which he is translating, 

but actually imitating the style and vocabulary of vernacular prose. 

Rice is difficult to translate, as it can refer either to the wealthy or the powerful. While 

the context here might seem to demand the translation ‘wealthy’, it cannot be ignored that if 

‘powerful’ was the dominant meaning, the Metres-poet would be making a significant point 

about the dangers faced by those in power, a statement that would be consonant with the 

message of the Pastoral Care, in both its Latin and Old English versions. As discussed in the 

previous chapter, Godden argues that in the tenth century, rice took on the meaning of both 

‘wealthy’ and ‘powerful’, reflecting a cultural shift whereby the powerful were demonstrably 

rich.27 While he argues that this semantic change did not come about until after Alfred’s time, 

                                                 
26 While gitsere appears in no other poetic text aside from the Metres, gitsung does have limited poetic use (x1 

Guthlac A, x2 Metrical Psalms, x1 Kentish Psalm); however, it is worth noting that aside from Guthlac A, all 

other poetic texts in which it appears fall into Thornbury’s ‘Southern mode’ (pp. 200 and 225). 
27 Godden, ‘Money, Power and Morality’; see Chapter Three.  
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and that rice in the Boethius only means ‘powerful’, the previous chapter of this thesis 

problematised these conclusions.28 I moreover raised the point that if Alfred was not the 

author of the Boethius, as Godden himself later argued, both the prose and prosimetrical 

versions could have been produced during the period in which he identifies the semantic 

overlap between ‘wealthy’ and ‘powerful’ in the word rice.  

 The next passage comes from the following metre, Metre 8, in which Wisdom 

laments the passing of the Golden Age, when men had no need for luxuries and no concept of 

war.29 Wisdom explains to Mod how gitsung (‘avarice’) has ‘gumena gehwelces / mod 

amerred’ (CM8.43b-44a) (‘hindered each man’s mind).30 Lenz comments on how later in this 

metre, in the comparison of avarice with the fires of Etna, the poet ‘retains the material of its 

prose counterpart, but embellishes with more psychological detail, placing the image of lava 

within the mind as a metaphor for greed consuming its foundation’.31 As the metre 

progresses, the poet offers some examples of the goods that can kindle the flames of this 

avarice: 

 

Eala, hwæt se forma    feohgitsere 

wære on worulde,    se þas wongstedas 

grof æfter golde   and æfter gimcynnum? 

Hwæt, he frecnu gestreon    funde mænegum 

bewrigen on weorulde,    wætere oððe eorþan.32 

(CM8.55-59) 

 

(Alas, who was the first miser in the world, who dug the plains for gold and for gems? 

Well, he found treasures dangerous to many concealed in the world, in water or the 

earth) (emphasis added). 

 

                                                 
28 Godden, ‘Money, Power and Morality’, pp. 45-46.  
29 For more on the classical motif of the Golden Age, see G. O’Daly, The Poetry of Boethius (London, 1991), 

pp. 178-88. O’Daly notes that this is an exemplification of the preceding prose passage, 2p5, on the 

worthlessness of wealth (Poetry of Boethius, p. 183).  
30 This line echoes Solomon and Saturn: ‘amyrgað modsefan manna gehwylces’ (241) (‘cheer the mind of every 

man’). Despite the aural similarity of the two verbs, the two lines differ greatly in meaning; moreover, books are 

the subject in the Solomon and Saturn example. See Bredehoft, Authors, pp. 72-73 on the collocation between 

monna and modsefa in the Metres and Solomon and Saturn, and for his argument that they were both composed 

‘in the same Old-Saxon-influenced Alfredian milieu’. 
31 Lenz, p. 112. 
32 See B15.21-24 and 2m5, 27-30. 
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The prose source here contains gold and gimm, while ‘frecnu gestreon’ is a replacement for 

‘frecnan deorwyrðnessa’ (B15.22-23) (‘terrible treasure’), which the poet may have rejected 

on the grounds of length.33 While gold and gimm-cynn are very plain treasure words, they 

may be excused on the grounds that they refer to raw materials pulled from the earth, rather 

than crafted artefacts, for which more poetic words like frætwe and maðm might be 

appropriate. Gestreon is found commonly in prose and verse texts alike although, as we have 

seen, in prose texts it often bears the meaning ‘gain’, translating Latin lucra.34 As noted 

earlier in this thesis, gestreon is a flexible term for wealth, and poets narrow its meaning 

through compounding, while prose writers tend to employ it as a simplex. For example, 

gestreon appears on seventeen occasions in Beowulf, and of these appearances only three are 

as a simplex. Among the remaining fourteen, there are nine different compounds.35 To 

employ gestreon as a simplex as the author of the Metres does here is, therefore, more akin to 

prose technique than poetic.  

 Feoh-gitsere is an adaptation of gitsere in the prose (B15.21). As with woruld-gitsung 

and woruld-gitsere, the Metres-poet makes gitsere into a compound so it alliterates with 

forma, also found in the prose, placing it in the b-line, the usual place for his additions. It is 

worth noting that feoh-gitsere and feoh-gitsung are compounds found solely in the Boethius 

and the Pastoral Care.36 The poet’s choice of this word shows not only attention to the 

vocabulary of the wider prose text but also, perhaps, sensitivity to vocabulary across the 

Alfredian corpus. A similar case can perhaps be observed in a phrase earlier in the Metres, 

the welig byrig mentioned in CM1.37b. Aside from one appearance in a work by Ælfric, the 

                                                 
33 B-T, s.v. deor-wyrþnes: other definitions include ‘preciousness’ and ‘a precious thing’.  
34 See Chapter Two.  
35 þeod-, sinc-, eald-, ær-, hord-, maðm-, long-, eorl- and heah-. 
36 Boethius B7.122 (‘feohgitsere’) and Pastoral Care 149.6 (‘feohgitsunge’) and 331.6 (‘feohgitseras’) (see 

Chapter Three); the collocation ‘fea gitsunge’ also appears in the Bede (II.9) (Miller, p. 130, l. 34). In the 

example from the prose Boethius, feoh-gitsere roughly translates ‘[h]umanum’ (2m2, 7) (‘mankind’) (Stewart et 

al., pp. 184-85). 
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pairing of welig and burh only occurs in Alfredian texts: as well as the occurrence in the 

Metres, there is one example in the Prose Psalms and six occurrences in the Orosius. 

However, while the Metres and Psalms examples are independent of their source,37 all six 

examples from the Orosius take the phrase from the Latin.38 While the Orosius-author was 

simply translating from his source, the Metres-poet and Prose Psalms-translator may have 

become conscious of the association between welig and burh from the Orosius and, 

consciously or otherwise, reused the pairing, thus creating an Alfredian collocation.39  

 The third passage occurs in Metre 14 and is concerned with the futility of worldly 

wealth. As before, we can observe largely prosaic, rather than traditional poetic, vocabulary, 

with one notable exception: 

 

 Hwæt bið ðæm welegan    woruldgitsere 

on his mode ðe bet,    þeah he micel age  

goldes and gimma    and gooda gehwæs,  

æhta unrim,    and him mon erigen scyle  

æghwelce dæg    æcera ðusend,  

ðeah ðes middangeard    and þis manna cyn  

sy under sunnan    suð, west and east  

his anwalde     eall underðieded? 

Ne mot he þara hyrsta    hionane lædan  

of ðisse worulde    wuhte þon mare,  

hordgestreona,    ðonne he hiðer brohte.40 

(CM14.1-11)  

 

(How is the wealthy worldly-miser any the better in his mind, although he possesses a 

lot of gold and gems and every good thing, unnumbered possessions, and men must 

plough a thousand acres for him every day; although this earth and mankind under the 

sun, south, west and east, be subjugated to his power? He cannot take any more 

ornaments hence from this world, hoarded treasure, than he brought hither) 

(emphasis added). 

 

                                                 
37 Ps(P) 44.13: ‘þa dohtor þære welegan byrig Tyrig’; in the Psalter verse, both Romanum and Gallicanum 

versions, the people who offer gifts are rich, but the city itself is not described so (see further Chapter Six). 
38 See Old English Orosius, ed. Bately, p. 43, l. 5; p. 58, l. 23; p. 63, l. 3; p. 69, l. 15; p. 70, l. 7; and p. 103, 10; 

cf. Seven Books of History Against the Pagans II.6.2, III.7.6, III.12.20, III.16.11, III.17.5 and IV.17.1. 
39 Woruld-wela, which occurs at CM19.26a, can also be seen to be particularly Alfredian. It occurs ten times in 

Alfredian texts (x1 Metres, x3 Pastoral Care, x5 Boethius and x1 Soliloquies) and on thirteen occasions 

elsewhere in the corpus; it is noteworthy firstly that nearly half of its appearances are in Alfredian texts, and 

secondly that it is distributed across all canonical texts of the corpus except the Prose Psalms.  
40 Cf. B26.78-82 and 3m3, 1-6. 
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The poet here focuses on the uselessness of wealth for the health of one’s mind. As noted 

above, ‘welegan woruldgitsere’ is a very close adaptation of ‘welgan gitsere’ in the prose 

(B26.78). The alliterative pair gold and gimm occurs again, adapting ‘gimcynnes’ in the prose 

(B26.79), on this occasion paired with the yet plainer god, a word introduced by the Metres-

poet. Here, there would have been every opportunity to draw on poetic treasure vocabulary, 

and yet the poet sticks closely to his source and plain prose style.  

 Æht is the poet’s own addition, the phrase in the corresponding prose section being 

‘ungerim þissa welena’ (B26.79). It may be that the poet chose æht so there would be double 

alliteration. Again, the fact that he was prepared to amend his source at this point but, from 

all the wealth words open to him, selected æht, implies a desire to maintain the style and 

vocabulary of his Old English source. In the last three lines, however, the poet introduces two 

words for wealth, hyrsta and hord-gestreon, which, unlike wela, æht and the -gitsere 

compounds, do not recall the style and vocabulary of prose: while hyrsta is not especially 

prosaic or poetic, hord-gestreon only appears in poetry.41 The choice of this compound, and 

other similarly poetic words for treasure, will be discussed in more detail below.  

 The preference for prosaic rather than poetic diction which can be observed in the 

examples considered above reinforces Thornbury’s analysis of the Metres as paradigmatic of 

the ‘Southern mode’. She describes this tradition as ‘a conspicuously non-nativizing medium 

for representing foreign texts’.42 The lack of poetic diction in the Metres serves to distance 

them from traditional Old English poetry. It could be argued, then, that the audience of the 

Metres is likely to be made up of readers who sought out the learning of continental, Latin 

texts, but perhaps lacked the skill to read them in their original language: this could perhaps 

include the readership who, as suggested in the previous chapter, read the B-text with a 

                                                 
41 x1 Andreas, x1 Juliana and x2 Beowulf.  
42 Thornbury, p. 224.  
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growing understanding that matched the development of Mod over the course of the 

dialogue.43 However, as we saw at the end of the discussion of the final passage, the Metres-

poet does not consistently use prosaic or neutral wealth vocabulary: sometimes he introduces 

words such as hord-gestreon which recall the Old English poetic tradition. In this way, the 

prosimetrical version offers something which the B-text does not, perhaps then attracting an 

additional set of readers or listeners.  

 

Treasure Vocabulary in the Metres of Boethius: The Poetic Vocabulary 

On the one hand, we have observed that the Metres-poet wanted to preserve the language of 

the prose source, remaining faithful to other Alfredian texts; on the other, we can see the poet 

actively engaging with the treasure-vocabulary of the Old English poetic tradition, though, 

according to Bredehoft, his borrowings represent literate interaction with Old English verse.44 

These borrowings, often from heroic poetry such as Beowulf, could be motivated by an 

awareness of audience: the ‘selflicne secg’ (CMP.7a) mentioned in the metrical preface to the 

Boethius could well be an aristocratic layman who is more likely to be engaged by the 

language of traditional verse than the new prose medium.45 On the other hand, the borrowings 

could simply represent the poet’s attempts to find a word or phrase to fill out his line. Mark 

Griffith remarks of the poet of the Metrical Psalms: ‘the word-hoard allowed him to pad out 

the line, and to make close translation seem something like poetry.’46 The Metres-poet uses 

the poetic ‘word-hoard’ in a similar way, though for the purposes of ‘close’ versification, 

rather than translation. However, while a smattering of heroic treasure vocabulary may lend 

                                                 
43 Thornbury argues that the ‘Southern mode’ is a result of admiration of the continent during Alfred’s reign, 

noting that his court and those of his successors were welcoming to foreigners, and that the monarchy and the 

church in the tenth century drew upon examples from Frankia and Germany: ‘tenth-century modernity’, she 

maintains, ‘had a distinctly international tone’ (p. 224).  
44 Bredehoft, Authors, p. 98.   
45 Godden notes that the metrical preface implies that rather than ‘supplant[ing]’ the prose version, the 

prosimetrical version is aimed at ‘a different kind of readership or audience’ (‘Editing Old English’, p. 167).  
46 M. Griffith, ‘Poetic Language’, p. 177. 
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the look and sound of the poetry he borrows from, his verses fundamentally differ from 

traditional Old English poetry, in which wealth is typically synonymous with worth, rather 

than worthlessness. 

 The Metres-poet insists upon the orality of his creation, despite the fact that, whether 

or not it was performed out loud, it is very closely tied to a written text. O’Brien O’Keeffe 

notes that there are gestures to orality in the verse preface, ‘in its first-person narration and 

invitation to listen’, and yet its concern is the vernacular learning associated with Alfred, 

which centres around books.47 In spite of many verbs for speech in the preface (reccan 

[‘recite’], meldian [‘announce’], spellian [‘tell’], sprecan [‘speak’], fon on fitte [‘engage in 

song’] and secgean [‘say’]), O’Brien O’Keeffe notes that several of the words in the poem 

are prosaic in nature, ‘clearly taken from the language of Alfred’s prose translations’ (æling 

[‘weariness’], geman [‘care for’], selflic [‘self-regarding’] and gilp [‘boasting’]).48 Moreover, 

Irvine has observed that the verb spellian is consistently employed in the B-text to refer to 

reciting prose, while singan is used for verse, yet in the preface, it is said that Alfred ‘leoð 

spellode’ (CMP.4b) (‘recited verse’).49 Likewise, as Godden observes, the initial 120 lines of 

verse in the C-text makes this a work ‘which announces itself […] as a poem not a prose 

text.’50 In the long first metre, which adapts the B-text’s independently composed history of 

Boethius, the poet treats the subject of warfare in the Old English heroic style, marking the C-

text not only as a poem, but as one of the heroic tradition; obviously, this illusion is shattered 

at the beginning of the first prose section, and then as subsequent metres occur which feature 

vocabulary more suited to prose than poetry. However, it remains that the Metres-poet 

evidently sees some value in recalling the treasure vocabulary of the Old English poetic 

tradition, despite the fact that his verse does not reproduce the traditional appreciation of 

                                                 
47 O’Brien O’Keeffe, ‘Listening to the Scenes of Reading’, p. 30.  
48 O’Brien O’Keeffe, ‘Listening to the Scenes of Reading’, pp. 30-31. 
49 Irvine, ‘The Alfredian Prefaces and Epilogues’, p. 162.  
50 Godden, ‘Editing Old English’, p. 166.  
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treasure. Gestreon, a word used in both prose and verse, though commonly as part of a 

compound in verse, only appears as a compound once in the Metres (hord-gestreon 

[CM14.11a]); sinc, a solely poetic word, appears twice, on both occasions as part of 

compounds (sinc-gyfa [CM1.50a] [‘treasure-giver’] and sinc-stan [CM21.21a] [‘treasure-

stone’]), and maðm only once (CM21.20b). Analysis of this vocabulary will pick up where 

the last section left off, with the compound hord-gestreon in Metre 14.  

 Hord-gestreon occurs as variation on hyrsta (‘ornaments’) at the end of Metre 14: 

 

Ne mot he þara hyrsta    hionane lædan  

of ðisse worulde    wuhte þon mare,  

hordgestreona,    ðonne he hiðer brohte. 

(CM14.9-11)  

 

(He cannot take any more ornaments hence from this world, hoarded treasure, than 

he brought hither) (emphasis added).  

 

The corresponding word in the prose, prompting both hord-gestreon and hyrsta, is nan-wuht 

(‘nothing’) (B26.81-82), translating the Latin ‘leues […] opes’ (‘trifling wealth’) (3m3, 6).51 

It is evident, therefore, that both treasure words in the metre amplify the bald sense of the 

prose to specify not only wealth, which could have been indicated through, for example, 

wela, but material treasures. Hord-gestreon is particularly appropriate in the context of this 

metre, as the hord element suggests hoarded wealth, and gestreon carries the sense of ‘gain’. 

The point of the metre is that however much wealth is gained and stored throughout life, it 

cannot be taken from this world. Hord-gestreon has a relatively limited used elsewhere in the 

corpus, appearing only in verse: once each in Andreas and Juliana and twice in Beowulf.52 In 

one of the Beowulf examples, hord-gestreon also alliterates with hider: ‘hordgestreona, hider 

ut ætbær’ (3092).53 Both cases also feature verbs of transporting: brengan and ætberan. 

These parallels suggests that the Metres-poet was consciously echoing Beowulf, indicating a 

                                                 
51 Stewart et al., pp. 244-45. 
52 These are among the poems that Bredehoft identifies the Metres-poet drawing upon (Authors, pp. 88-92).  
53 See Bredehoft, Authors, p. 89, on this parallel.  
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desire to engage with traditional Old English poetry. Here, I would argue, we can witness a 

clear attempt to nativize the wisdom of Boethius, whose ‘insubstantial wealth’ is given 

concrete presence in the form of hord-gestreon, the same word used to refer to the dragon’s 

hoard in Beowulf which, like the wealth in Boethius’s metre, ultimately proves itself to be 

useless.   

 Links to Beowulf are also apparent in Metre 1, in which we find the most extensive 

deployment of heroic diction.54 This metre gives a historical overview, not present in the 

Latin, of the conquest of Rome by the Goths, and Boetius’s attempts to remove the Ostrogoth 

king Theoderic from power, which result in Boetius’s imprisonment.55 The scenes of warfare 

and the sack of Rome offer the poet an opportunity to draw upon heroic and poetic diction, as 

in his reference to the ‘giomonna gestrion’ (‘treasure of the men of old’) which the 

‘eþelweardas’ (‘homeland guardians’) had to give to the invading Goths (CM1.23b-24). The 

only other poetic use of geomann occurs in Beowulf: ‘iumonna gold galdre bewunden’ (3052) 

(‘gold of the men of old, entwined with an enchantment’).56 The similarity of these lines, with 

geomann in the genitive, modifying a word for wealth, suggests the influence of Beowulf on 

the Metres-poet. However, I would emphasise that while in the example from Beowulf the 

word ‘iumonna’ refers very specifically to the people of ancient times who once possessed 

the hoard, therefore highlighting one of the poem’s major themes of the decay of dynasties, 

the occurrence in the Metres feels, in comparison, a little flat. It arguably does not seem 

strictly relevant that the wealth which the Romans have to give up belonged to their 

                                                 
54 Mark Griffith argues that heroic diction tends to be clustered in six metres: 1, 8, 9, 10, 25 and 26. In Metre 1, 

this comprises: beado-rinc (18b), here-rinc (7a) and mago-rinc (26a) (all ‘warrior’), lind-wigend (13a) (‘shield-

warrior’), sceotend (11b) (‘shooter’, i.e., a warrior who uses ranged weapons), guð (9b) (‘war’), sige-þeod 4b 

(‘victory-nation’) and sinc-gyfa (50a) (‘treasure-giver’) (‘The Composition of the Metres’, p. 88, esp. n. 4).  
55 One of the key differences between the Old English and Latin versions of the text is that while in the Latin 

“Boethius” is the victim of false accusations, in the Old English he is truly guilty of treason, but justified in his 

desire to remove an unjust ruler; see Frantzen, p. 50; and Discenza, ‘Influence of Gregory’ p. 70. 
56 See Bredehoft, Authors, pp. 89-90.  
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forebears.57 This poet perhaps sought an alliterative adjective, recalled the phrase ‘iumonna 

gold’ from Beowulf, and incorporated ‘iumonna’ into his own composition without fully 

considering its applicability to the situation. It should be remembered that this is also the 

metre in which the phrase ‘welegan byrig’ occurs (CM1.37b), which forms a link with 

Alfredian diction. The presence of parallels between both Beowulf and Alfredian prose 

translations in this one metre demonstrates the poet’s indebtedness to both earlier, heroic 

poetry and contemporary prose.  

 Heroic diction can also be seen in the poet’s description of Boetius, which is far 

lengthier than that found in the prose source. Arguably the most notable word which 

describes the Roman senator is sinc-gyfa (CM1.50a) (‘treasure-giver’). Sinc only occurs in 

poetry, with sinc-gyfa an epithet referring to kings or rulers, based upon the heroic notion that 

rulers distribute treasure.58 Here, though, the epithet feels out of place, as Boetius is shown 

neither distributing treasure, nor even in the possession of a warband, despite being referred 

to as a ‘heretoga’ (CM1.47a) (‘leader’). The poet of the metrical preface to the Dialogues, 

however, roughly contemporary with the Metres-poet, successfully incorporates the heroic 

motif of a treasure-giving king into a non-heroic context. He refers to King Alfred, patron of 

the Dialogues, as beah-gyfa (‘ring-giver’) and sinces brytta (‘distributor of treasure’) (2.14-

15). While we do not see Alfred distributing treasure in this preface, he distributes something 

else in its stead: the bisene (‘exemplar’) of the Dialogues.59 The poet replaces the traditional 

royal gift of treasure with the gift of learning, a manuscript exemplar, portraying Alfred as a 

man of learning, directly involved with the production of books, and responsible for the 

                                                 
57 Though it should be noted that in Ælfric’s Passion of St Edmund, the wealth that the Vikings request from the 

East Anglians is ‘þinra yldrena gestreon’ (‘the wealth of your elders’), which perhaps suggests a topos of raiders 

plundering ancestral wealth (Ælfric’s Lives of Saints, ed. W. W. Skeat, 2 vols, EETS o.s. 76, 82, 94, 114 

[London, 1966], II, p. 318, l. 53). 
58 See Beowulf 1012a, 1342a, 2311a, Guthlac B 1352b and Battle of Maldon 278a; see further Chapter One  
59 See Irvine, ‘The Alfredian Prefaces and Epilogues’, p. 152; see Introduction and Chapter Two.  
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education of his people.60 The Alfred Jewel epitomises this synthesis of beah-gyfa and royal 

patron of learning. The Metres-poet’s engagement with the treasure-giving ruler motif effects 

no such transformation. However, it is worth considering whether the poet knew of the 

metrical preface to the Dialogues and was attempting to draw a parallel between Boethius 

and Alfred. The poet of the metrical preface to the Dialogues refers to Alfred as ‘se selesða 

sinces brytta, / Ælfryd mid Englum’ (‘the best treasure-giver, Alfred of the English’) (2.15), 

and the Metres-poet similarly refers to Boetius as the best treasure-giver of his nation: ‘næs 

mid Romwarum / sincgeofa sella siððan longe’ (CM1.49b-50) (‘there was not a better 

treasure-giver among the Romans for a long time after that’). As Irvine suggests, the poet of 

the metrical preface to the Boethius seems to have been making this same parallel between 

Alfred and Boethius.61  

 The B-text states that Boetius was ‘sum consul þæt we heretoha hatað’ and ‘in 

boccræftum and on woruldþeawum se rihtwisesta’ (B1.11-13) (‘a certain consul that we call 

heretoga [“leader”]’; ‘the most righteous in book-learning and in worldly customs’). In Metre 

1, the poet elaborates on these sparse details: his Boetius is a man of high station (rice [46a] 

[‘wealthy’, or ‘powerful’]), a sinc-gyfa ([50a] [‘treasure-giver’]), eager for both honour 

(weorðmynd [51b]) and fame (hlisa [53b]) and, before his imprisonment, enjoyed splendour 

(wlenc [77a]). The figure that the poet creates could have been drawn from the heroic world, 

in which excessive wealth is an index of success, and the desire for glory a sign of personal 

integrity. It is worth noting that the details which the poet adds match up closely with the four 

original false goods outlined in the De Consolatione: wealth, office, power and fame.62 It 

                                                 
60 This ideal of learned kingship was maintained by Alfred’s descendants; see Conclusion.  
61 S. Irvine, Uncertain Beginnings: The Prefatory Tradition in Old English, H. M. Chadwick Memorial Lectures 

27 (Cambridge, 2017), p. 8.  
62 The sense of ‘office’ is often translated as weorðscipe (‘honour’) in the Old English; for example, at the 

beginning of the Old English version of 2p6, in which Philosophia discusses office and power (‘dignitatibus 

potentiaque’) (2p6, 1), the Old English author of the B-text uses weorðscipe alongside anweald (‘power’) 

(B16.2-3). Likewise, the Latin ‘opum dignitatumque’ (2p2, 5) (‘wealth and office’) becomes ‘[æ]gþer ge þira 

welona ge þisses weorðscipes’ (B7.67) (‘both your wealth and your honour’) (Stewart et al., pp. 180-81 and 

208).  
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could be that the poet wants to demonstrate that, before his downfall, Boethius experiences 

all of the four major false goods. This sort of additional detail is in line with Lenz’s argument 

that the Metres-poet sometimes makes more incisive points than the prose author.63 While 

these additional details about Boetius may have appealed to an audience more accustomed to 

heroic poetry than Latin philosophy, it is telling that it is precisely these qualities which will 

come under fire over the course of the dialogue. The Metres-poet may draw on the tradition 

of heroic poetry, but his verse does not subscribe to the values of the heroic world.  

 Similar additions are made to other character portraits in the Metres, such as those of 

Cato and Brutus in Metre 10.64 In addition to the qualities described in the prose, in the 

Metres, Brutus is ‘weorðgeorna’ (‘eager for honour’), ‘folces hyrde’ (‘guardian of the 

people’) and ‘cene and cræftig’ (‘bold and skilful / virtuous’) (CM10.48-51). Likewise, it is 

specified that Cato is ‘rica’ (CM10.44a) (‘rich / powerful’), an additional detail that perhaps 

locates Cato’s erstwhile greatness in terms familiar to readers who held positions of power at 

Alfred’s court.65 The poet also emphasises powerfulness in Metre 9, in his description of the 

Senators (2m6, 2 [‘patribus’]) who are killed at Nero’s order. While in the prose they are ‘þa 

wisestan witan Romana’ (B16.154), in the verse they become ‘þa ricostan Romana witan / 

and þa æþelastan eorlgebyrdum’ (CM9.25-26) (‘the most powerful [or richest] wise men / 

and the most noble in high birth’). As in the description of Cato, this could be read as an 

attempt to appeal to an aristocratic audience. 

 The additional details of treasure vocabulary that we have witnessed, such as hord-

gestreon, could likewise be part of an appeal to this audience. A high concentration of this 

vocabulary occurs in Metre 21, prompted by the prose source’s account of ‘gyldenan stanas’ 

                                                 
63 Lenz, p. 24. 
64 See B19.21-24 and 2m7, 16.  
65 However, it must be remembered that the choice of rice could simply have been determined by the need for 

alliteration with ‘Romana wita’, derived from ‘se wæs eac Romana heretoga’ (B19.23).  
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and ‘ælces cynnes gimmas’ (B34.196-97) (‘golden stones’; ‘all kinds of gems’). Treasure 

detail is also found in the Latin source text: 

  

Non quidquid Tagus aureis harenis 

 Donat aut Hermus rutilante ripa 

 Aut Indus calido propinquus orbi 

 Candidis miscens uirides lapillus, 

 Inlustrent aciem magisque caecos 

 In suas condunt animos tenebras. 

(3m10, 7-12). 

 

 (Neither what Tagus yields with its golden sands,  

Nor Hermus with its ruddy glowing banks,  

Nor Indus, next the torrid zone,  

Mingling its emeralds and brilliant stones  

Would clear men’s sight; but in their dark they all  

Bury men’s even blinder minds.66) 

 

Boethius’s description of material wealth is dominated by geographical and geological 

allusions, with references to exotic rivers and the origin of precious stones. In the prose 

version this is flattened to practically the most basic means of describing treasures: golden 

and silver stones, other kinds of gems, and miscellaneous wealth (B34.196-98). The Metres-

poet amplifies the prose source: however, the product of this amplification is not a reflection 

of the original Latin, but rather of the Old English poetic tradition of describing material 

wealth, using compounding, variation and poetic diction: 

  

Ac ic georne wat    þætte gylden maðm, 

sylofren sincstan,    searogimma nan, 

middangeardes wela    modes eagan 

æfre ne onlyhtað,    auht ne gebetað 

hiora scearpnesse    to þære sceawunga 

soðra gesælða,     ac hi swiðor get 

monna gehwelces     modes eagan 

ablendað on breostum,    þonne hi hi beorhtran gedon. 

(CM21.20-27)  

 

(But I know well that no golden treasures, silver treasure-stones, curious gems, the 

wealth of this earth, will ever enlighten the eyes of the mind, will not at all improve 

                                                 
66 Stewart et al., pp. 286-87. 
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their sharpness in the scrutiny of true happiness, but they blind still further each man’s 

mind’s eyes in his breast, rather than making them brighter) (emphasis added).  

 

Though gylden is present in the prose, it modifies ‘stanas’ (B34.197) (‘stones’). The poet 

introduces maðm, a treasure word more representative of poetic than prosaic style. Likewise, 

while both seolfor and stan occur in the prose, the poet forms the compound sinc-stan, which 

is emphatically poetic, as sinc only occurs in verse. In his decision to maintain wela, the 

Metres-poet preserves some of the prose vocabulary. The compound searo-gim, derived from 

‘ælces cynnes gimmas’ in the prose, occurs largely in poetry. Indeed, it could be argued that 

the poet is conscious of some of these other occurrences. For example, in The Ruin, searo-

gim also alliterates with sinc and seolfor (Ruin 35), and another -stan compound, eorcan-stan 

(‘precious stone’), occurs in the following line (Ruin 36b). Moreover, in one of the three 

examples of searo-gim from Beowulf, the verb sceawian (‘look’, ‘examine’) follows not long 

afterwards, as the noun sceawung (‘contemplation’, ‘scrutiny’) does in the passage from the 

Metres (Beowulf 2747-51). 

 Though the Metres-poet is following the prose in the use of sceawung (B34.199), it is 

significant that this word appears in a passage so dense with treasure vocabulary. This 

passage develops one of the key themes of the Boethius: the mind’s eyes’ active seeking of 

true happiness.67 The eye of the mind is shown to be distracted from its contemplation of the 

true happiness by glittering treasures. The verb sceawian, not simply ‘look’, but also 

‘examine’ or ‘scrutinize’, often collocates with treasure items and precious artefacts in 

Beowulf, a poem that it seems the Metres-poet was closely familiar with.68 Indeed, the 

relationship between the verb sceawian and treasure items in Beowulf would have perhaps 

appealed to the Metres-poet, as repeated references to the hero’s desire to look upon the 

hoard he has won for his people is undercut by the poet’s reminders of the uselessness of 

                                                 
67 For more on the eagan modes (‘mind’s eyes’) motif in the Alfredian corpus, see M. Wilcox, ‘Alfred’s 

Epistemological Metaphors: eagan modes and scip modes’, ASE 35 (2006), 179-217. 
68 B-T, s.v. sceawian.  
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treasure. The first precious artefact that collocates with sceawian in Beowulf is the hilt which 

Beowulf brings back from Grendel’s mere: in this context, sceawian indicates that Hrothgar 

is reading the inscription on the hilt (1687b). The next example is the ‘fira fyrngeweorc’ 

(2286a) (‘ancient work of men’), apparently referring to the stolen cup, which Beowulf 

examines.69 It is said, ominously, that this was the ‘forman siðe’ (2286b) (‘first time’) that the 

king examined this artefact. Beowulf’s initial scrutiny of this one piece of the hoard perhaps 

ignites a desire for the treasure that subsequently clouds his judgement. After the fight with 

the dragon has been won, there are three references to examining the treasure, all using 

sceawian. First, Beowulf instructs Wiglaf to go and look at it (2744a); second, he expresses 

his own desire to see it, saying that it will make it easier for him to give up both his life and 

his people (2747-51);70 and finally there is mention of Beowulf himself looking at the hoard 

(2793b). Moreover, as the poem draws to a close, Wiglaf twice refers to the examination of 

the hoard, using sceawian (3084b and 3104b-05a). This frequent occurrence of sceawian in 

the context of looking at the hoard, at the end of the poem, draws attention to desire for 

treasure on the grounds of its material attraction; the ultimate uselessness of the treasure is a 

warning against allowing this desire to govern one’s mind.  

 The Metres-poet’s decision, therefore, to introduce treasure vocabulary known from 

poetry rather than prose into Metre 21, to even coin words of his own, may have been 

influenced by his awareness of the connotations that sceawian and its derivatives carry with 

them. In this passage, the contemplation of treasure items, familiar from Beowulf, is 

reinterpreted in terms of the contemplation of better things: true happiness. While poetic 

treasure vocabulary in the Metres could be read as an incitement to secular readers, on this 

occasion, it could be understood as part of an illustration of the worthlessness of treasure, the 

                                                 
69 See KIV, p. 240, on the relationship between the ‘fira fyrngeweorc’ and the earlier mentioned drinking cup. 
70 These are the lines in which sceawian collocates with searo-gim, as sceawung does in the passage from Metre 

21.  
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perhaps more familiar object of sceawian or sceawung, in comparison with true happiness. 

This is not so much, or not only, an appeal to secular readers, but an attempt to redirect their 

sympathies. It should be observed that one of the most significant words in the Boethius, 

gesceadwisnes, shares its central component with sceawian and sceawung: the examination 

that the Metres-poet is concerned with is not the scrutiny of material treasures but the rational 

discernment of the true good, using one’s intellectual faculties. The focus is on the eyes of the 

mind, rather than the eyes which gaze on the hoard.71  

 While the Metres-poet often relies upon the prose source for his wealth vocabulary, 

simply transferring prosaic words such as wela and æht into his verse, at other times he 

appears to be consciously engaging with the native poetic tradition by incorporating words 

such as hord-gestreon and searo-gim, and even coining the poetic compound sinc-stan. 

Moreover, as we have seen, his choice of words sometimes seems to be echoing earlier 

poetry, perhaps most notably Beowulf. There are similarities here with the poet of the 

Metrical Psalms who, according to Mark Griffith, is aware of heroic diction, but avoids using 

it where possible.72 The poet of the Metres is certainly selective in his appropriation of poetic 

treasure language, but he seems to limit himself far less than the Metrical Psalms-poet.  

 We could read this lexis as something like bait for readers more accustomed to heroic 

poetry. While the heroic vocabulary coats the Metres with a layer of familiarity, readers or 

listeners who are drawn in discover that the treasure which is so valued in the vernacular 

poetic tradition has no place in even an Old English version of Boethius’s Metres.  

 

 

 

                                                 
71 On the eyes of the mind and the Alfred Jewel, see further Conclusion.  
72 M. Griffith, ‘Poetic Language’, pp. 168-69. 
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Conclusion 

Analysis of the treasure vocabulary in the Metres demonstrates that the poet seems to place 

higher value on fealty to the prose source and connection to the continental tradition of De 

Consolatione than on making his composition sound like traditional Old English poetry. The 

conventions familiar from early Old English poetry that do appear in the Metres feel 

somewhat superficial, rather than inherent in the verse. However, it should be emphasised 

that there are several occasions when the poet does introduce poetic or heroic treasure 

vocabulary, even if it is only to highlight the futility of appreciating material wealth. The 

presence of this treasure vocabulary could indicate that the Metres-poet was composing for 

an at least partly secular audience: one for whom the traditional imagery of the heroic world 

mattered as much as, if not more than, authentic reproduction of a Latin text. Such a reader is 

implied by the metrical preface to the Boethius, with its reference to the ‘selflicne secg’ 

(CMP.7a) (‘self-regarding man’) who is bored by prose. However, there may not be a neat 

divide between audiences, with easily-distracted laymen listening to the prosimetrical 

version, or The Metres alone, and well-educated ecclesiastics reading the B-text in quiet 

contemplation. As the prose preface to the Pastoral Care makes clear, in Alfred’s reign 

clerics – even bishops – were not as well educated as could be desired, and laymen were 

encouraged by their king to improve their learning.73 As I argued in the previous chapter, the 

entirely prose Boethius seems to invite not only learned readers, but readers who begin the 

text in a state of comparative ignorance, developing in intelligence alongside Mod. These 

learners could be lay- and churchmen alike. Equally, there is nothing to suggest that 

ecclesiastics would not derive pleasure from listening to the prosimetrical version.  

                                                 
73 See also VA 106, on Alfred’s insistence that ealdormen and reeves acting judges improved themselves either 

through learning to read or having books read to them.  
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 While the author of the B-text exploits the rich texture of terms such as wela in order 

to draw out the relationship between literal and spiritual riches, the Metres-poet consistently 

presents wealth as a distraction from the mind’s quest for God and the good: unlike the prose 

author and the Pastoral Care-translator, he never uses wela to refer to the riches of heaven. 

Moreover, while the B-text prioritises the mind’s pursuit of the summum bonum, the author 

nonetheless makes worldly life, in which wealth plays an important role, a part of this 

process. The Metres-poet takes a more ascetic line of rejecting wealth, after the manner of 

Boethius himself. These conclusions strengthen the hypothesis that the author of the B-text is 

not the same person as the Metres-poet. The next translation to be considered, the Soliloquies, 

follows the prose Boethius and the Pastoral Care in making the worldly life not an 

impediment to, but rather a part of, the journey towards heavenly rewards.   
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Chapter Five 

The Old English Soliloquies: Wealth and the Life of the Soul 

The Old English Soliloquies,1 a loose translation of one of Augustine’s early dialogues, the 

Soliloquia, is well-known for the many metaphors and images which are drawn from the 

realm of everyday experience.2 These metaphors tend to be characterised by their aristocratic, 

courtly setting: they assume that the reader is familiar with a society governed by benevolent 

kings and lords who generously distribute wealth to their grateful dependents. The gradual 

accumulation of these metaphors validates this sort of community, bound together by 

friendship and wealth, as the ideal society.3 Wealth is a central aspect of this society, but, as 

elsewhere in the Alfredian corpus, the Soliloquies promotes wealth that is managed well for 

the good of the community, rather than the excessive wealth of a greedy individual. As much 

as the Old English author values the earthly life and its necessary goods, however, wisdom is 

still the ultimate goal, in this life and the next; indeed, while the Latin text is most concerned 

to prove the immortality of the soul, the Old English seems as focussed on, if not more so, the 

immortality of the individual’s own personal wisdom.4 Wealth is not presented as an 

impediment to the pursuit of wisdom, but rather a part of the ideal earthly life that enables 

                                                 
1 The Soliloquies survives fully in only one manuscript, London, British Library, MS Cotton Vitellius A.xv, fols 

4r-59v, which dates from the mid-twelfth century, though an extract of two parts of the opening prayer is also 

found in the mid-eleventh-century manuscript, London, British Library, MS Cotton Tiberius A.iii. fols 50v-51v 

(Ker, nos. 186 and 215, pp. 240-48 and 279-81). The Vitellius manuscript is defective in places, particularly in 

the arrangement of the third book of the translation, which appears to have become drastically disordered at an 

earlier stage in the transmission of the text: see M. Godden, ‘Text and Eschatology in Book III of the Old 

English Soliloquies’, Anglia 121 (2003), 177-209 (pp. 177-84).  
2 See P. E. Szarmach, ‘Augustine’s Soliloquia in Old English’, in A Companion to Alfred the Great, ed. 

Discenza and Szarmach, pp. 227-55 (pp. 239-42); R. Waterhouse, ‘Tone in Alfred’s Version of Augustine’s 

Soliloquies’, in Studies in Earlier Old English Prose, ed. Szarmach, pp. 47-85 (pp. 63-80); and S. Hitch, 

‘Alfred’s Cræft: Imagery in Alfred’s Version of Augustine’s Soliloquies’, Journal of the Department of English, 

University of Calcutta 22 (1986-87), 130-47.  
3 See Hitch, ‘Alfred’s Cræft’, on the cumulative effect of the repeated use of a small number of images, 

including the image of the lord or king and his servants (p. 144).  
4 Leslie Lockett has recently argued, in fact, that the Old English text presents a persona who accepts the 

immortality of the soul from the very beginning, this being a central feature of the soul (sawol), as compared 

with the mind (mod), in Anglo-Saxon vernacular poetry; Lockett suggests that the question that is addressed in 

the Old English text is whether the mod, the ‘locus of mental activity’, also survives the death of the body 

(Anglo-Saxon Psychologies in the Vernacular and Latin Traditions [Toronto, 2011], p. 337; see also p. 351).  
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that pursuit in this life. This chapter will show that the Soliloquies-author presents the earthly 

life as an important preparation for the next, rather than something that must be endured, as is 

often found elsewhere in the Christian tradition, and is indeed inferred in the Soliloquia. The 

idealised society that he presents, therefore, with wealth as its centre, is shown to be an 

important stage on the individual’s journey to the heavenly life, where nothing will be 

unknown, ‘nawðer ne þæs þe on urum dagum byd, ne þæs þe ær us wæs, ne æac þæs þe æfter 

us gewyrð’ (94.19-20) (‘neither of that which is in our time, nor of that which was before us, 

nor also of that which happens after us’).5  

 

 The Soliloquia 

The Soliloquia is an early dialogue of Augustine’s.6 The speakers of the dialogue are 

Augustine himself and Ratio (‘Reason’), who may or may not reside within him (1.I.1). Brian 

Stock argues that Augustine sees ‘a connection between the dialogue within the mind and the 

argument of the mind’s existence.’7 This relates to one of the main contentions of the 

Soliloquia, that the act of thinking proves the existence of the individual, and that there 

therefore is certain knowledge, contrary to the arguments of the Sceptics.8 To prove the 

certain knowledge of the existence of the self is the first step of the Soliloquies; its second 

goal is to prove that the soul is immortal, and it is with this that the dialogue is largely 

concerned. 

                                                 
5 Godden observes that the Old English author’s insistence on complete knowledge in the afterlife, specifically 

after Judgement Day (94.17-18), common between both the blessed and damned, is at odds with most patristic 

writings; he suggests that Julian of Toledo’s Prognosticon may have influenced this belief (‘Text and 

Eschatology’, pp. 189-93 and 199-202).  
6 For more on the inner dialogue in Augustine’s work see B. Stock, Augustine’s Inner Dialogue: The 

Philosophical Soliloquy in Late Antiquity (Cambridge, 2010); on the Soliloquia in particular, see pp. 76-79 and 

pp. 84-90. See also Soliloquia 2.VII.14 on the advantages of the internal dialogue. 
7 Stock, pp. 78-79.  
8 Stock, pp. 5-6; and Augustine of Hippo, Soliloquies and Immortality of the Soul, ed. and trans. G. Watson, 

Classical Texts 0953-7961 (Warminster, 1990), p. 16. On Augustine’s rejection of scepticism, see G. O’Daly, 

Augustine’s Philosophy of Mind (London, 1987), pp. 162-71. 
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 Augustine’s method for proving the immortality of the soul involves complex 

dialectic and rational proofs. As Gerard Watson summarises: ‘if an immortal quality belongs 

essentially to any reality, that reality is immortal. The human soul is essentially the possessor 

of truth. Truth is immortal and so the human soul is immortal.’9 The argument relies upon a 

series of logical, though sometimes challenging, steps from proof to proof. Another major 

theme of the Soliloquia, discussed in the same logical dialectic, is epistemology, namely, 

what the soul can and cannot know.10 While awareness of one’s own act of thinking might 

well prove self-existence, the Soliloquia presents human senses as unreliable and deceptive, 

therefore questioning whether there is anything, aside from knowledge of our own existence, 

which we can truly know for certain. However, through the intellectus (‘understanding’), one 

is able to grasp things that the senses cannot, such as the soul of a friend, if it can be known at 

all (1.III.8). While “Augustine” perceives the shape of a line and a sphere using his senses, he 

understands the geometrical truths of these shapes, which do not change, through his 

intellectus (1.IV.9).11 Reason persuades “Augustine” that he will know God in the same way 

as he knows the geometric Forms of the line and sphere: ‘Esto plus te ac multo plus quam de 

istis deo cognito gavisurum, rerum tamen, non intellectus dissimilitudine’ (‘Granted that you 

will rejoice more and much more on knowing God than on knowing these things, 

nevertheless the dissimilarity rests on a difference of objects and not of understanding’) 

(1.V.11).12 This intellectus is the faculty of the mind which perceives incorporeal truths, and 

which cannot be deceived. Here, the mind can bypass the deception of the senses and know 

                                                 
9 Watson, p. 184. See 2.XIII.24: ‘Omne, quod in subiecto est, si semper manet, ipsum etiam subiectum maneat 

semper necesse est. Et omnis in subiecto est animo disciplina. Necesse est igitur semper animus maneat, si 

semper manet disciplina. Est autem disciplina veritas et semper, ut in initio libri huius ratio persuasit, veritas 

manet. Semper igitur animus manet’ (‘If everything which is in a subject lasts for ever, it follows necessarily 

that the subject lasts for ever. Every discipline is in the soul as its subject. It is necessary, therefore, that the soul 

lasts for ever, if the discipline does. A discipline, however, is truth, and the truth remains for ever as reason 

persuaded us at the beginning of this book. Therefore, the soul lasts for ever’) (quotation and translation from 

Watson, pp. 104-07). 
10 Stock, p. 84. 
11 Watson, pp. 171-73. 
12 Watson, pp. 38-39.  
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things for certain.13 In the Soliloquia, Augustine conflates this Platonic other-world with the 

Christian Kingdom of Heaven: both are realities separate from the senses. R. A. Markus 

observes that while in later works Augustine distinguishes between the Platonic intelligible 

reality and the eschatological Kingdom of Heaven, in his earlier work, ‘he scarcely 

distinguished the teaching of Christianity from that of Plato and was very ready to read each 

into the other.’14 Through this conflation of the two extra-sensory realities, the Soliloquia 

implies that it is possible to know God in this world, as the Platonic intelligible reality, unlike 

the Kingdom of Heaven, is accessible in life. This implication is brought to the fore later in 

the text: ‘in ista vita [...] deo intellecto anima iam beata sit’ (1.VII.14) (‘in this life the soul is 

already blessed because of its understanding of God’).15 Augustine explicitly regretted that he 

conveyed this sentiment in Soliloquia.16 The epistemology of Soliloquia, in short, allows that 

one can know God in both this life and the next.  

 

 The Old English Soliloquies 

The Old English Soliloquies, a dialogue between Augustinus and Gesceadwisnes, has long 

been considered to be closely related to the Old English Boethius not only because of the 

overlap of subject matter, such as the soul’s immortality, but also because of similarity of 

phrasing and rhetorical devices.17 While some of the overlap in subject matter could be the 

result of similarities in the two Latin texts, the closeness of phrasing strongly suggests shared 

authorship, or at the very least that the Soliloquies-author was very familiar with the 

                                                 
13 See Soliloquia 1.IV.9.  
14 R. A. Markus, ‘Augustine. Reason and Illumination’, in The Cambridge History of Later Greek and Early 

Medieval Philosophy, ed. A. H. Armstrong (Cambridge, 1970 [repr. with corrections]), pp. 362-73 (p. 364). On 

Augustine’s understanding of Plato’s intelligible and sensible worlds, see his Contra Academicos, III.17.37. See 

further Watson, pp. 10-11, on Augustine’s conversion to ‘the world of spirit’, which embraces both Christianity 

and Neoplatonism.    
15 Watson, pp. 42-43. 
16 See Retractiones 4.3, on Soliloquia 1.VII.14.  
17 See Carnicelli, pp. 29-37. 
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Boethius, or vice versa.18 The Soliloquies ends with a defective colophon attributing the 

translation to Alfred: ‘Hær endiað þa cwidas þe Ælfred kining alæs of þære bec þe we hatað 

on’ (97.17) (‘here ends the sayings which King Alfred selected from the book which we call 

in’), which in Carnicelli’s edition is supplemented with: ‘Ledene de uidendo deo and on 

Englisc be godes ansyne’ (97.18) (‘Latin De Videndo Deo and in English On Seeing God’).19 

The similarities between the Boethius and Soliloquies and attributions to Alfred in both texts 

(in the prefaces and colophon, respectively), have led to the belief that the Soliloquies is 

Alfred’s work. However, even Carnicelli, who makes the case for Alfred as author, 

acknowledges that the colophon may have been added at a later date by a scribe to add 

authority, ‘just as Alfred’s name came to be associated with the Proverbs of Alfred’.20 Based 

on the evidence of shared phrasing, themes and imagery, I will assume single authorship of 

the Old English Soliloquies and Boethius, though, as before, I hold that it is by no means 

certain that this author was Alfred. While it is generally understood that the translation of the 

Boethius preceded that of the Soliloquies, there is at least one example of a passage in the Old 

English Boethius which has no parallel in De Consolatione, but does find a parallel in the 

Latin Soliloquia, implying that the translator had at least read the Soliloquia before he 

translated De Consolatione.21 Ronald J. Ganze suggests that both Latin texts influenced the 

author in both his translations, his reading of De Consolatione contributing to a greater 

emphasis on free will in the Soliloquies, and his reading of the Soliloquia resulting in a more 

orthodox retelling of Boethius. He posits that the texts may have been translated 

                                                 
18 The first prayer, in Book One of the Soliloquia, conceives of God as the source and defender of cosmic 

harmony, the highest good, and the object towards which all things strive: these are themes which also occur in 

De Consolatione. On the possibility of common authorship, see Carnicelli, pp. 29-34; Godden, ‘Did Alfred 

Write Anything?’, p. 9; and Godden and Irvine, I, pp. 133-34.  
19 See Carnicelli, p. 97, n. 18, on Carnicelli’s decision to follow Richard Wülker’s reconstruction, despite the 

fact that De Videndo Deo was by no means the primary source for Book Three (R. P. Wülker, ‘Über die 

angelsächsische Bearbeitung der Soliloquien Augustins’, Beiträge zur Geschichte der angelsächsischen 

Litteratur 4 [1877], 101-31); see also M. Godden, The Translations of Alfred and his Circle, and the 

Misappropriation of the Past, H. M. Chadwick Memorial Lectures 14 (Cambridge, 2004), pp. 23-24. 
20 Carnicelli, p. 38. 
21 Carnicelli, pp. 32-33, n. 49; and Frantzen, p. 84.  
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simultaneously, which would certainly explain the sporadic appearance of Gesceadwisnes, 

the interlocutor in the Soliloquies, in the Boethius.22 

  As in the Boethius, the translator simplifies the Latin rhetoric, with plain analogies 

and metaphors preferred to abstract reasoning. The Soliloquies is a looser translation than 

even the Boethius, with the author adding a whole third book to his text, and considerably 

adapting the second. Much of Augustine’s complex dialectic is lost, resulting in a very 

different text. Lockett suggests that the translator did not grasp the Platonic notion of 

incorporeality, and therefore had to remove all mention of this from the text.23 As a result, he 

must find a way of proving that we can know things reliably that we do not know from the 

senses without recourse to Augustine’s intellectus, the Platonic faculty which perceives true, 

incorporeal Forms, and can therefore offer certain knowledge.24 The solution he arrives at is 

faith: there are things that we have not perceived with our senses, but we still believe in 

because of testimony from sources we trust, though this belief is quite different in nature 

from the sure knowledge offered by the intellectus.25  

 

 Faith in the Lord 

The author introduces the importance of faith in those we trust through a metaphor which 

compares the earthly lord with God, the logic being that if you believe the contents of a letter 

from your lord that arrives with his seal, then you should certainly trust the message from the 

                                                 
22 R. J. Ganze, ‘The Individual in the Afterlife: Theological and Sociopolitical Concerns in King Alfred’s 

Translation of Augustine’s Soliloquies’, Studia Neophilologica 83 (2011), 21-40, p. 33.  
23 Lockett, p. 333. Lockett does warn, however, that we should not assume that the Old English translation 

represents the sum of the translator’s knowledge, as he may have left material out for the benefit of his readers 

(p. 333). See also S. Hitch, ‘Alfred’s Reading of Augustine’s Soliloquies’, in Sentences Presented to Alan Ward, 

ed. D. M. Reeks (Southampton, 1988), pp. 21-29 (p. 28).  
24 Lockett, pp. 339-41. 
25 Lockett, pp. 341-42; see also M. McC. Gatch, ‘King Alfred’s Version of Augustine’s Soliloquia: Some 

Suggestions on its Rationale and Unity’, in Studies in Earlier Old English Prose, ed. Szarmach, pp. 17-45 (p. 

31); and Waterhouse, p. 75. See Soliloquies 62.22ff. and 88.1ff.  
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eternal Lord, this being, we are to infer, holy Scripture.26 This metaphor appears in response 

to Augustinus’s complaint that he cannot put aside the things of this life without knowing 

anything of what he is giving them up for, that is, the anchors that represent virtues.27 

Gesceadwisnes responds with the metaphor about the lord’s letter and seal to show 

Augustinus that it is possible to believe in things that you have not immediately perceived 

with your senses, provided that the report comes from a reliable source. Though the object of 

this rhetorical device, which replaces a logical proof in the Latin,28 is to redirect attention 

from worldly pleasures to virtues, it nonetheless demonstrates the value that the Old English 

author places on the worldly life, in that the lord-servant relationship is used as a model for 

the divine-human relationship. In this section the author also demonstrates his tolerance of 

worldly wealth, as long as one’s appreciation of it is subordinate to one’s desire for wisdom.  

 The starting point for this discussion is Augustinus’s reluctance to abandon 

‘woruldlustas’ (‘worldly pleasures’), which he must put aside in order to achieve the 

figurative anchors of virtue:  

 

hu mæg ic forlæten þæt ðæt ic wot and can and of cyldehade to gewonad eom, and 

lufian þæt ðet me uncuð is buton be gesegenum? Ic wene þeah, gyf me were swa cuð 

þæt ðet þu me ymbe sagest swa me is þæt ðæt ic hær geseo, þæt ic lufede þæt and 

forsawe ðis. (62.18-21) 

 

(How may I abandon that which I know and am acquainted with and from childhood 

am accustomed to, and love that which is unfamiliar to me except from by reports? I 

expect, nevertheless, if that which you’re talking about to me were as familiar to me 

as that which I see here, that I would love that and despise this.) 

 

Augustinus’s naivety is a construct which enables Gesceadwisnes to prove to him, and the 

reader, that it is possible to believe in things we know of only by report. Nonetheless, this 

passage represents a strikingly pragmatic claim for the appreciation of the things of this 

                                                 
26 Carnicelli identifies an ‘implicit appeal to scriptural authority’ in this section (pp. 100-01); see also Gatch, pp. 

30-31. 
27 On the anchors as representations of virtues, see Soliloquies 61.23-62.10.  
28 Carnicelli, p. 100.  
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world, based simply on familiarity. The threefold repetition of verbs for knowing (‘wot and 

can and [...] to gewonad eom’) establishes the apparent certainty with which mortals 

understand, and love, the things of this world. These are things which, unlike the virtues 

Gesceadwisnes describes, Augustinus can see: he believes that if he could see the virtues, he 

would love them too. The implicit connection between sight and knowledge in this passage is 

a reflection of Augustinus’s desire to see and know God.29  

 Gesceadwisnes responds to this complaint by asking Augustinus whether or not he 

would know his lord and his lord’s will through a letter and his seal, and, moreover: 

 

gyf þu ðonne cwyst þæt þu hys willan ðær-on gecnawan mage, cweð þonne hweðer 

þe rihtra þince þe þe hys willan folgie, þe þu folgie þam welam þe he ðe er forgeaf to-

eacan hys freondscype[.] (62.25-27)  

 

(if you then say that you can thereby know his will, say then whether you think it is 

more fitting that you follow his will, or that you follow the wealth which he 

previously gave to you in addition to his friendship).  

 

Augustinus readily replies: 

 

me þincð betere þæt ic forlete þa gyfe and folgyge þam gyfan, ðe me egðer ys stiward 

ge ðas welan ge eac hys freondscypes, buton ic egðer habban mage. Ic wolde þeah 

egþer habban gyf ic myhte, ge ðone welan ge eac hys willan folgyan[.] (62.30-33)  

 

(it seems better to me that I abandon the gift and follow the giver, who is both steward 

of the wealth and also of his friendship, unless I could have both. I would nevertheless 

have both if I could; follow both his wealth and his will).  

 

On a metaphorical level, wela represents the woruld-lustas that Augustinus is so familiar 

with, and therefore so reluctant to relinquish.30 However, Gesceadwisnes has proved to him 

that as he would prioritise his lord’s will, which he knows only by report of the letter, over 

his wealth, so too might he put aside the pleasures he knows for the virtues he has only heard 

                                                 
29 There are two passages in the Latin text which may have prompted this section in the Old English, though 

neither share the appreciation for the worldly and the familiar evident in the Old English; see Carnicelli, p. 100; 

and Watson, pp. 38-39 and pp. 58-59.  
30 See Gatch, p. 30; and Frantzen, p. 75. 
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of.31 The Lord’s will, the pursuit of virtue, must take priority – but this does not mean that 

one cannot desire wealth, also. Wealth, as the index of success in the secular life, and the tool 

with which one carries out secular responsibilities, will reoccur in these scenes of the ideal 

secular community. Augustinus’s lord, the epitome of authority, is characterised by his 

distribution of wealth. In this metaphor for the relationship between God and man, God is 

represented by a wealthy, secular lord. Moreover, Augustinus admits that, if he could, he 

would follow both his lord’s wealth and will, an attitude sanctioned by Gesceadwisnes: ‘ful 

rihte þu me hæfst geandwyrd’ (63.1) (‘very properly you have answered me’). It seems 

possible, then, to enjoy worldly pleasures, represented by wela in the metaphor, while still 

having one’s sight set ultimately on virtue.  

 In this passage, the author of the Soliloquies uses a wholly earthly, human relationship 

as a model for the relationship between man and God, which exists both in this world and the 

next. This earthly model, the relationship between a servant and his lord, is one dominated by 

the exchange of wealth. The description of this hierarchically structured friendship, 

strengthened through gifts of wealth, recalls the relationships in early Old English heroic 

poetry such as Beowulf, in which friendship is no less loving for its reliance on treasure.32 

Though Augustinus admits to his desire for wealth, it is within the specific context of 

socially-motivated gift distribution, and is in any case subordinate to the will of his lord. 

Moreover, the reference to the lord as a ‘stiward’ (62.31) (‘steward’) underlines the fact that 

the author is concerned with the management and transmission of wealth, rather than 

ownership. Throughout the translation, the author uses social relationships and situations as 

models for the other-worldly: to depict the afterlife or represent man’s relationship with God 

or wisdom. This strongly hierarchical society, in which the richest and most powerful 

                                                 
31 Pratt maintains that Augustinus’s decision to follow his lord’s will, rather than wealth, resembles Solomon’s 

desire for wisdom, rather than riches; like Augustinus, he follows the giver, rather than the gift (Political 

Thought, p. 329).  
32 See Chapter One.  



191 

 

 

individual is the most honoured and most trustworthy, recurs so often throughout the 

translation that it becomes the paradigm of community life, on earth and in heaven.  

 

 The Rich and Generous Lord 

The other metaphors drawn from social life include the many roads that lead to the king, 

representing the many ways one can approach wisdom; a second appearance of the lord that 

can be trusted in, representing the Lord we must all trust in; a prisoner in sight of the king’s 

court representing the damned who see the world of the living and the good in heaven; and 

two examples of the rice (‘rich’, ‘powerful’) man, or lord, who in one case represents the 

blessed in the afterlife, and in the other, God. This accumulation of metaphors operates on the 

basis of a society governed by a rich and generous lord, who benevolently supports his 

dependents.33 The repeated aristocratic imagery serves to validate such a community, and the 

wealth and power on which it depends.  

Firstly, in order to explain to Augustinus that there are many different ways of 

approaching wisdom, by which God is also implied, Gesceadwisnes uses an analogy in which 

the king represents wisdom, who may be approached by many different roads, whether he ‘on 

tune byd, oððe hys gemot, oððe hys fird’ (77.6) (‘is in town, or his assembly, or his army’).34 

Ganze argues that ‘the various homes of the king’ represent the king’s various social 

functions: town, assembly and army suggest, respectively, his ‘civic, legislative, and military 

functions’.35 The passage goes on to refer to the different dwelling places of subjects, of 

varying rank (77.18-19). As Ganze maintains, this comparison of the relationship between the 

many individual subjects and their king with the many individual ‘subjects’ of wisdom or 

God serves to validate ‘the social structure of Anglo-Saxon England’; the author ‘is asserting 

                                                 
33 The need to support dependents recalls Mod’s defence of a king’s resources in the Boethius (B17.14-18). 
34 See 77.5-78.8 for the full passage. 
35 Ganze, p. 31. 
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the “correctness” of Anglo-Saxon social structure within the wider scheme of Creation.’36 

This is a social structure in which the most powerful are necessarily the most respected. 

 In Book Two, Gesceadwisnes returns to the comparison between the earthly lord and 

eternal Lord to remind Augustinus that if he believes in what his lord tells him, regardless of 

whether he has perceived it with his own senses, then he should certainly believe in what he 

has heard from God, that is to say, Scripture, despite the fact that he has not seen it himself: 

‘truwast ðu nu þe selfum and þinum geferum bet þonne ðam apostolum, þe weron Cristes 

selfes ðegnas?’ (89.1-3) (‘now do you trust yourself and your companions better than the 

apostles, who were Christ’s own thegns?’).37 The trustworthiness of Scripture is a vital point 

for the proof of the immortality of the soul in the Soliloquies, as once Gesceadwisnes has 

established this she need only remind Augustinus that the Bible frequently refers to the soul’s 

immortality: ‘Hwet sprec god þonne oftor, oððe hwæt sede he soðlicor þurht hys witgan hys 

folce þonne be sawle undeaðlicnesse?’ (89.7-8) (‘What did God speak of more often, or what 

said he more truthfully to his people through his prophets, than about the soul’s 

immortality?’).38 When Gesceadwisnes asks Augustinus how much he trusts what his lord 

says, she reminds him that many servants have ‘unricran hlaford’ (87.20) (‘a less rich / 

powerful lord’) than Augustinus. In this discussion about trustworthiness, Gesceadwisnes 

makes a point of mentioning that Augustinus’s lord is rice, a man of high secular status. The 

ideal community that forms a backdrop to the philosophy and theology of the Soliloquies is 

one that places a high value on secular power, associating high social and financial standing 

with trustworthiness.39  

                                                 
36 Ganze, p. 31. 
37 Carnicelli observes that the trustworthiness of Scripture is an idea found in De Videndo Deo, another of 

Augustine’s works, referred to in the Soliloquies (92.5) (p. 103). De Videndo Deo is, according to Carnicelli, 

‘the announced source’ of Book Three, though ‘it is certainly not the only source’ (p. 28; see pp. 28-29 on other 

sources for the Soliloquies). On the reference to and use of De Videndo Deo in the Soliloquies, see also Godden, 

The Translations of Alfred and his Circle, pp. 20-25.  
38 See Carnicelli, pp. 100-01.  
39 The hierarchical nature of this trusting relationship is further suggested by the fact that Augustinus is said to 

have ‘æac manige freond þara þe ðu genoh wel truwast, þeah ðu him ealles swa wel ne truige swa ðu ðinum 
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We encounter this proverbial rice figure on two further occasions in the Soliloquies, 

on both occasions in the mostly original Book Three. This section of the text is largely 

focussed on the question of how much is known after death. The Old English author allows 

for far greater knowledge in the afterlife than either Augustine or Gregory the Great, among 

the damned as well as the blessed.40 He describes how the good, who are entirely free, will: 

 

geseoð egðer ge heora freond ge heora feond, swa swa her rice men geseoð ofð egðer 

ætsumne ge heora freond ge heora feond[.] (96.16-18)  

 

(see both their friends and their enemies, just as here rich / powerful men often see 

both their friends and their enemies at once) (emphasis added). 

 

It is not exactly clear what earthly example the author is thinking of, but again, his point of 

reference is a society in which the rich and powerful have the most freedom. Similarly, when 

explaining that the memory of all past torments does not make the good unhappy in the 

afterlife, the author draws on this same hierarchically-structured social world, in which the 

hierarchy ascends according to wealth and power. The good, it is said, are glad that they did 

not forsake their Lord’s will: 

 

swa swa sum rice man on þisse weorulde hym habbe hys deorlingas sumne fram 

adrifan, oððe heora begra unwyllum he hym si fram anyd, and hæbbe ðonne monige 

wite and mani ungelimp on hys wrecsiðe, and cume þeah to þam ylcan hlaforde þe he 

ær myd wes, and si þær micle arlicor þonne he ær wæs. þonne gemynð he þa 

ungelimp þe he er hafde on hys wrecsiðe, and ne byð þeah na þe unbliðre. (96.24-

97.2)  

 

 

(Just as some rich / powerful man in this world has driven away from his favourites a 

certain one, or against both of their wills he [the favourite] is driven from him [the 

rich / powerful man], and then has many torments and many misfortunes in his exile, 

                                                 
hlaforde dest’ (87.21-88.1) (‘also many friends who you trust in well enough, though you do not trust any of 

them as well as you do your lord’). However much Augustinus trusts his friends, it is his lord, his superior, in 

whom he puts most faith. 
40 Godden, ‘Text and Eschatology’, pp. 189-90. See further Godden’s comment that the author ‘seems to believe 

that the condemned souls will be able to see God after the Last Judgement (though I think nothing quite says 

that they will be able to see Him before the Judgement)’ (‘Text and Eschatology’, p. 204).  
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and nevertheless comes to the same lord who he was previously with, and is there 

much more honourable then he previously was. Then he remembers the misfortunes 

which he previously had in his exile, and is nevertheless not the unhappier) (emphasis 

added). 

 

In this situation, the rice man who is reunited with his lost deorling represents God Himself. 

As with the roads-to-wisdom metaphor, earthly society is shown to be a reflection of the 

heavenly life, in which the blessed will be reunited with their Lord, and their happiness will 

be so great that the memory of their past woes will not affect them. This striking choice of 

metaphor once again asserts the validity of a hierarchically ordered secular society. The 

position of the rice man, who is also a hlaford, at the pinnacle of the hierarchy is reinforced 

by being in parallel with God’s position as king in heaven.    

 However, just as the good rejoice in their knowledge in the afterlife, the wicked suffer 

all the more for theirs:  

 

hym byð þonne swa swa þam mannum þe her beoð on sumes kincges carcerne 

gebrohte, and magon geseon ælc dæge heora freond and geahsian be heom þæt þæt hy 

willað, and ne magon heom þeah na nane gode ne beon[.] (96.8-11) 

 

(for them it is then just as for those men who here are brought into a certain king’s 

prison, and can everyday see their friends and ask whatever they want about them, 

and nevertheless cannot be any good to them).  

 

As Pratt argues, ‘Alfredian afterlife mirrored that of an earthly royal community, ordered on 

merit with full visibility.’41 The image of a prison is yet another example of the earthly life 

serving as a model for the heavenly. Michael Treschow argues that John Scottus Eriugena’s 

Periphyseon may be a source for the Old English author’s assertion that both the blessed and 

the damned see God; however, he posits that the Old English author ‘shows himself to be 

more interested in the social than the ontological implications of this common society of the 

blessed and the damned.’42 Treschow emphasises the communality in the Old English 

                                                 
41 Pratt, Political Thought, p. 325. 
42 M. Treschow, ‘Echoes of the Periphyseon in the Third Book of Alfred’s Soliloquies’, N&Q 40 (1993), 281-86 

(p. 285). 
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author’s description, contrasting it with Augustine’s more traditional view of the afterlife in 

De Civitate Dei, where the blessed and damned are two distinctly separate communities.43 

This vision of the afterlife is inspired by the community of the royal court. 

 Wealth plays a vital role in the ideal community which lies behind so many of these 

socially-inspired metaphors. The hierarchies that govern these social structures are defined by 

the distribution of wealth and power: whoever controls the most is at the top. However, it is 

important to stress that in this community wealth is constantly in motion, flowing down the 

rungs of the social ladder along with the intangible gifts of love and friendship.  

 

 Tolerance of Wealth 

The Old English author is more tolerant of worldly wealth than Augustine, provided that it is 

subordinate to the pursuit of wisdom, on which, as in the Boethius, he places the highest 

value. Wealth is by no means as central a theme in the Soliloquia as it is De Consolatione; 

where Augustine does refer to riches or the state of being rich, he relies upon divitia and 

dives. Perhaps as a result, the range of words for wealth in the Soliloquies is very limited. 

Wela is by far the most common word for wealth in the translation: the simplex noun occurs 

seven times (62.26, 62.31, 62.33, 72.11, 72.22, 73.12 and 73.22), the compound woruld-wela 

once (52.7) and the adjective welig four times (48.10, 95.8, 95.15 and 96.3). Other words for 

riches or prosperity include sped (‘success’, ‘prosperity’, ‘wealth’), which has three 

occurrences (52.10, 54.12 and 72.23), and the adjectives eadig (56.9) and rice (96.17 and 

96.23). The verb gestrynan occurs four times, but the noun gestreon is absent.  

 In Book One, Gesceadwisnes questions Augustinus on his attachment to worldly 

goods, to discover whether he has ‘hal eagan’ (72.5) (‘healthy eyes’): that is, the virtue 

                                                 
43 Treschow, ‘Echoes’, p. 283. 
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required to begin to see wisdom clearly. Firstly, Gesceadwisnes asks Augustinus whether he 

desires ‘wela’ (72.11), which Augustinus firmly denies: 

 

gefirn ic hyt hohgode þæt ic hine sceolde forseon. ic hæbbe nu XXXIII wintra, and ic 

hæfde ane les þene XX þa ic erest hyt gehogede þæt ic hine ealles to swiðe ne lufige. 

þeah me genoh cume, ne fagnige ic hys na ful swiðe, ne hys ful ungemetlice ne bruce, 

ne æac maran getilige to haldænne þonne ic gemetlice bi beon mage, and þa men on 

gehabban and gehealdan þe ic forðian scel; and þæt þæt þær ofer byð ic hohgie swa 

ændebyrdlice gedelan swa ic ændebyrðlicost mæg. (72.12-18)  

 

(long ago I intended that I would renounce it [wealth]. I am now thirty-three years 

old, and I was one less than twenty when I first decided that I would not love it all too 

much, though enough might come to me, nor do I rejoice in it very much, nor enjoy it 

very immoderately, nor either strive to keep more than I can moderately live [lit. ‘be’] 

by, and keep and maintain those men who I must further; and that which is excess I 

intend to distribute as appropriately as I most appropriately may) (emphasis added). 

 

Though the author follows the Latin quite closely at this point, he makes some subtle yet 

significant additions. Augustine’s text reads: 

 

Nam cum triginta tres annos agam, quattuordecim fere anni sunt, ex quo ista [divitias] 

cupere destiti. Nec aliquid quicquam in his, si quo casu offerentur, praeter 

necessarium victum liberalemque usum cogitavi. Prorsus unus mihi Ciceronia liber 

facillime persuasit nullo modo adpetendas esse divitias, sed si provenerint, 

sapientissime atque cautissime administrandas. (1.X.17) 

 

(I’m thirty three years old now, and it’s almost fourteen years since I gave up my 

desire for riches. And if they were by chance offered to me, I had no thought for 

anything else in connection with them other than that of supplying the needs of 

everyday life and a generous use of them. Yes, one book of Cicero’s was enough to 

persuade me very easily that riches should in no way be sought after, and that if they 

did happen to come along, they should be administered with wisdom and caution.)44 

 

The Old English author mitigates the full force of the renunciation through qualifiers such as 

‘ealles to swiðe’, ‘ful swiðe’ and ‘ful ungemetlice’, in line with Bately’s observation that the 

four canonical translations often tone down condemnation of worldly goods and pleasures, by 

condemning not those things themselves but immoderate enjoyment of them.45 

                                                 
44 Watson, pp. 46-47. 
45 Bately, ‘Alfred as Author and Translator’, p. 134; likewise, Pratt observes that, as in the Old English 

Boethius, ‘dangers are restricted solely to excess’ (Political Thought, p. 320). See also Gesceadwisnes’s 

reference to ‘ofermetta wela, and ofermytta wyrdscipe, and ungemetlice riclic and seftlic lyf’ (73.23-24) 

(‘excessive wealth, and excessive honour, and an immoderately rich and luxurious life’) (emphasis added).  
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Gesceadwisnes offers no rebuke to Augustinus here, implying that his attitude is to be 

understood as acceptable. The qualification in this passage implies that the Old English 

author tolerated possession of worldly wealth to a greater degree than Augustine. However, 

this tolerance is not consistent throughout the translation. Earlier in the dialogue, the author 

introduces woruld-wela, where there is no mention of wealth in the Latin, to contrast the 

fleeting things of this life with the kingdom of heaven, which is truly ours (52.5-9). Similarly, 

in Book Three, the author draws upon the parable of Dives, the rich man, and Lazarus, a story 

which hardly presents the wealthy in a positive light.  

 The allowances that the author makes towards possession of wealth in this section can 

be partly explained by Augustinus’s social position, as imagined in the Old English. The 

Latin word ‘administrandas’ evidently prompted the Old English author to portray his 

Augustinus as somebody with a responsibility to distribute wealth, though this is arguably not 

necessarily the case in the Latin. The ‘generous use’ that the Latin “Augustine” refers to 

seems to indicate charity, while the Old English Augustinus is responsible for supporting the 

wellbeing of a group of dependents, in similar terms to those described by Mod in the 

Boethius.46 Just as the Old English Augustinus receives wealth and friendship from his 

socially superior lord, so he too has a responsibility to distribute these things to the men 

below him in the hierarchy. The Old English’s author’s tolerance of wealth in this section is 

understandable when viewed in this social context in which wealth plays a major role. Only a 

few pages before, the Old English Augustinus states plainly that though he would rather 

follow his lord’s will than his wealth, he would rather have both, if possible (62.32-33). 

Wealth is acceptable in this social context of support and gift-giving.  

                                                 
46 B17.14-18. Carnicelli argues that this additional reference to the needs of the speaker’s men suggests that 

Alfred, who he believes to be author, ‘is clearly thinking as a king’ (p. 101). Though this addition need not 

confirm Alfred’s authorship, it certainly suggests a secular and aristocratic author and / or audience.  
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 As the dialogue progresses, Gesceadwisnes continues in her attempt to ascertain 

Augustinus’s relationship to worldly goods, which also include honour, a wife who would be 

able to support him, and food. Augustinus continues to assert that he only requires them to 

fulfil basic needs, and the needs of his dependents: 

 

Hwæt wille ic ma cwæðan aðer oððe be mete, oððe be drince, oððe be baðe, oððe be 

welan, oððe be wyrðscype, oððe be ænigum worldlusta? ne wilnige ic heora nanes 

nawyt mycle ma ðonne ic nede sceol habban to þam þæt ic mynes lichaman hele and 

strengðe gehealdan mage. Ic beþearf þeah micle maren to ðara manna þearfa ðe ic 

bewitan sceal – þæs æac ic wilnige and nede sceal. (73.11-16)  

 

(What more am I willing to say either about food, or drink, or bathing, or wealth, or 

honour, or any worldly pleasures? I desire none of them at all greatly beyond that 

which I must have through necessity so that I can maintain the health and strength of 

my body. Yet I require much more for the needs of men who I must care for – that I 

also desire and must through necessity [wish for]).47 

 

In the Latin, Augustine lists only the bodily pleasures food, drink and baths (1.X.17); the Old 

English adds wealth and honour to this list, resulting in the curious assertion that these things 

benefit the body, a claim that is supported by Gesceadwisnes’s approval of Augustinus’s 

words: ‘on riht þu æart’ (73.17) (‘you are in the right’). As in the previous example, the Old 

English author’s mention of dependents is absent in the Latin. These additions indicate that, 

for the Old English author, a discussion of Augustinus’s desire for wealth was incomplete 

without the social context of hierarchy and distribution of goods.  

 In Book Three the author makes reference to the parable of Dives and Lazarus as part 

of his explanation of how both good and evil have knowledge of each other after death.48 

This parable portrays the rich man who prospered on earth suffering in hell; the significant 

point for the argument of the Soliloquies at this point is that Dives can see Lazarus, the poor 

                                                 
47 See Carnicelli, p. 73, note on l. 16: ‘wilnian is understood after sceal.’ 
48 This comes after the point at which the dialogue form appears to break down, and so it makes more sense to 

refer to a single authorial voice, rather than explicitly Augustinus or Gesceadwisnes: see Waterhouse, p. 48 and 

p. 81, n. 5; and Pratt, Political Thought, p. 325; see Godden, ‘Text and Eschatology’, pp. 185-87, for an 

alternative interpretation.  
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man he had not helped in life, in heaven.49 Given the value that the author bestows upon 

secular society and all its worldly goods, it seems unusual to include this parable which casts 

the wealthy man, ‘se yfela welega’ (95.8) (‘the evil rich man’), in such a negative light. This 

is especially out of place in the very short Book Three, in which, as we have seen, there are 

two references to the proverbial rice man. The story of Dives does not sit well in a society in 

which the rich and powerful are the most trusted. However, the distinction between ‘se yfela 

welega’ and the rich lord in whom Augustinus places his faith is a clear one: the rich man of 

the biblical parable desires wealth for himself, while the proverbial rich lord – and indeed 

Augustinus himself – desire wealth moderately for the uses it can be put to, and especially to 

support dependents. The correct and incorrect use of wealth is elucidated further by 

comparison with one of the allusions to the Dives and Lazarus parable in the Pastoral Care. 

The author of the Pastoral Care stresses that Dives was not punished because he robbed 

others of their wealth but because he ‘his swiðe ungemetlice breac, & hine selfne eallinga 

gesealde ðiossum woruldwelum’ (339.5-6) (‘enjoyed his own very immoderately and gave 

himself entirely to this worldly wealth).50 The language employed here is very close to the 

qualifiers in Augustinus’s renunciation of wealth quoted above (72.12-18): he, unlike Dives, 

does not love wealth ‘to swiðe’ or ‘ful ungemetlice’ (‘too much’ or ‘very immoderately’).51 

Worldly wealth is acceptable in moderate terms, provided it is put to good use. The emphasis 

on moderate use of wealth in the Soliloquies and the Pastoral Care – and, indeed, the 

Boethius – strengthens the case for common authorship.52  

  

                                                 
49 On Dives and Lazarus, see Introduction, Chapter Two and Chapter Six. The biblical source for this parable is 

Luke 16.19-31, though the author may also have known it from the Old English Dialogues (309.25-311.16) or 

Pastoral Care (309.2-8 and 337.23-339.6), or the Latin version of either of these translations. The author may 

also have been familiar with Gregory’s Homily on Luke 16.91-31. See Carnicelli, pp. 28 and 106.  
50 See also 339.2. 
51 Note also the use of brucan in this passage, as in the quotation from the Pastoral Care. Batley finds linguistic 

parallels between two different passages in the Soliloquies and Pastoral Care which offer qualified versions of 

their sources’ condemnation of worldly things (‘Alfred as Author and Translator’, p. 134). 
52 On moderation in the Boethius, see Chapter Three.  
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 Wisdom in this Life and the Next 

In the Soliloquia, an early work, Augustine conflates the Christian Kingdom of Heaven with 

the Neoplatonic intelligible reality, the realm of the intellectus, which is accessible in this 

life. As a result, the Soliloquia is able to describe the soul knowing both certain wisdom and 

God while still in the body. By contrast, the Old English author appears reluctant to 

acknowledge that it is possible to know either true wisdom or God (the two are often 

understood to be synonymous) in this life: though he sometimes translates sections which do 

imply this belief, on other occasions, he adds material that explicitly contradicts this 

possibility.53 For example, Gesceadwisnes makes an analogy between God and the sun, a 

comparison drawn from the Latin which reappears on multiple occasions throughout the 

translation. She declares: 

 

Forði me þincð swiðe dysi man þe wilnat þæt we hine [God] eallunga ongytan 

swilcene swilc he is, þa hwile þe we on þysse worlde beoð. hwæt, ic wene þæt nan 

man si to þam dysig þæt he forði unrotsige þeah he ne mage þas sunnan, þe we 

lichamlicum eagum onlociað, eallunga geseon and ongytan swilce swilce heo is. Ac 

ælc fagnað þæs þe læste he ongytan mæg by hys andgytes mæðe. Wel se deð þe 

wilnað þa ecan sunnan and ælmyhtian to ongytænne. Ac he deð swiðe disilice, gyf he 

wilnað þæt he hi54 ealunga ongyte þa hwile þe he in þisse worlde byð. (69.26-70.5) 

 

(Therefore I think him a very foolish man who desires that we entirely perceive Him 

[God] just as he is, while we are in this world. Indeed, I believe that no man is so 

foolish that he is consequently sad if he cannot entirely see the sun, which we look 

upon with our bodily eyes, and perceive it just as it is. But each rejoices in that little 

which he can perceive through the measure of his understanding. Well does he who 

desires to perceive the sun and the Almighty. But he does very foolishly, if he desires 

to entirely perceive them while he is in this world.) 

 

                                                 
53 See Carnicelli, p. 101: the passages that assert that it is impossible to truly know God in this life are 69.26-

70.5, 76.28-77.2 and 79.17-21; the translated passages that allow for this possibility are 67.3-5, 67.20-68.3 and 

79.4-8. Carnicelli observes that the Boethius-author likewise asserts that it is impossible to know either God or 

wisdom in this life (p. 101). See also Soliloquies 87.4-7. For a similar transformation of a passage from the 

Dialogi in the Old English Napier Homily I, which insists that ‘certainty concerning spiritual matters is possible 

only after death’, see Thomas, p. 218.  
54 While hi has been translated ‘they’ here, assuming that Gesceadwisnes refers to both God and the sun, it could 

likewise be the accusative singular feminine pronoun, referring to the sun only.  
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Augustinus must accept that while he may rejoice in his limited knowledge of God, the true 

knowledge he desires will not be granted until he leaves this world.  

 A reader of the Soliloquies may well wonder what the point of pursuing wisdom is, if 

it is impossible to fully attain it until after death. The Old English author counters such 

uncertainty with assurances that our love of wisdom during life provides us with joy in this 

life and is necessary preparation for the next. Even as Gesceadwisnes tells Augustinus that no 

man should expect to see God as He really is in this life, she comments: ‘Ac ælc fagnað þæs 

þe læste he ongytan mæg by hys andgytes mæðe’ (70.2-3) (‘But each rejoices in that little 

which he can perceive through the measure of his understanding’). The same philosophy 

applies to wisdom: ‘Ac nota þæs wisdomes þe þu habbæ and fagene ðæs dæles þe þu ongitan 

magæ, and higa georne æfter maran’ (79.22-24) (‘But make use of the wisdom which you 

have and rejoice in that portion which you can perceive, and hasten eagerly after the 

greater’). Moreover, one of the author’s major additions to Augustine’s definition of the 

soul’s knowledge is his assertion that the more one pursues wisdom on earth, the more one 

will receive in heaven:  

 

nis þæs æac to wenanne þæt ealle men hæbben gelicne wisdom on heofenum Ac ælc 

hefð be þam andefnum þe he ær æfter ærnað; swa ær he hær swiðor swincð and 

swiðor giornð wisdomes and rihtwisnesse, swa he hys þær mare hæft, and æac maren 

are and maren wuldor. (94.9-13) 

 

(it is also not to be believed that all men have the same wisdom in heaven. But each 

has [wisdom] by the amount which he previously strived for [it]; as previously he 

more greatly laboured and more greatly desired wisdom and righteousness here, so he 

will have more of it there, and also more honour and more glory).55  

 

                                                 
55 In his commentary, Carnicelli comments on the originality of this concept of ‘proportionate wisdom in 

heaven’, suggesting it may be the author’s own (p. 105); see also Frantzen, p. 80. Carnicelli also observes that 

while the question of the soul’s knowledge after death is present in the Latin, it is stressed to a greater degree in 

the Old English (p. 103); see, for example, 85.13-14, 91.24-27, 92.16-17 
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Gesceadwisnes therefore offers strong motives for pursuing wisdom in this life: not only is it 

enjoyable in its own right, anticipating complete wisdom, it also increases the wisdom 

available in the afterlife.56 

 The Old English author’s attitude to the pursuit of wisdom, therefore, complements 

his attitude towards the earthly, secular life. The wisdom of this world is limited, yet we 

should pursue it anyway because, despite its limitations, the level of wisdom that we reach in 

this life corresponds to that which we will have in heaven. Likewise, while worldly things 

suffer the limitations of being transitory and insubstantial, compared with heavenly things, 

this does not mean that some good cannot be gleaned from them. When Gesceadwisnes 

explains to Augustinus about the eternal gifts that God bestows upon angels and men’s souls, 

such as wisdom and righteousness, she does not neglect to mention that God:  

 

gyfð eac mannum mænega and mislicum gooda gifa on þissa wurlda, þeah hi eca ne 

sien. hi beoð þeah stælwyrðe þa hwile þe we on þisse wurlde beoð[.] (82.19-21)  

 

(also gives to men many and various good gifts in this world, though they are not 

eternal. They are nevertheless serviceable while we are in this world). 

 

The earthly life thus represents a preparation for the heavenly one: they could be considered 

two distinct stages on the same journey. This reading accords well with the author’s repeated 

use of models from lived experience, and moreover will elucidate the metaphors of the 

original and perplexing preface to the Old English Soliloquies. 

 

 The Preface 

The preface to the Old English Soliloquies differs from the prose and verse prefaces to the 

Pastoral Care and Boethius in that it does not name Alfred as author: it differs further in its 

rhetoric, which relies, unlike the other prefaces, on the unfurling of an extended metaphor, 

                                                 
56 The concept of proportionate wisdom does not seem entirely compatible with the idea that all will receive 

complete knowledge after Judgement Day: see Godden, ‘Text and Eschatology’, p. 204.  
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the interpretation of which is still the subject of debate. The preface begins in media res with 

an unidentified speaker describing the process of gathering materials from a forest to 

construct a building, encouraging others to do the same.57 The object of this activity is to 

create a dwelling place where one may live comfortably in both winter and summer. The 

metaphor then shifts its focus from wood-gathering and building to the dwelling-place itself, 

and a spiritual dimension is introduced: 

 

Ac se þe me lærde, þam se wudu licode, se mæg gedon þæt ic softor eardian mæge 

ægðer ge on þisum lænan stoclife be þis wæge ða hwile þe ic on þisse weorulde beo, 

ge eac on þam ecan hame ðe he us gehaten hefð þurh sanctus Augustinus and sanctus 

Gregorius and sanctus Ieronimus, and þurh manege oððre halie fæderas[.] (47.12-16) 

 

(But He who instructed me, to whom the wood was pleasing, He can make it that I 

dwell more easily both in this transitory dwelling place on this way while I am in this 

world, and also in the eternal home which He has promised us through Saint 

Augustine and Saint Gregory and Saint Jerome, and through many other holy fathers). 

 

The speaker expresses his hope that his instructor, presumably God, the one who promised 

the eternal home, will both make ‘þisne weig gelimpfulran’ (47.17) (‘this way more 

convenient’) and ‘mines modes eagan to þam ongelihte þæt ic mage rihtne weig aredian’ 

(48.1-2) (‘enlighten my mind’s eyes so that I can find the right way’) to the eternal home, 

honour and rest that have been promised. The metaphor shifts again as the author introduces a 

lord-servant model similar to those examples which we have encountered in the main text,58 

comparing the transitory home with the dwelling place that is built on land leased by one’s 

                                                 
57 There is some debate as to whether there is some text missing from the beginning of the preface, not only due 

to the absence of any details of setting or who is speaking, but also because of the presence of the adverb þonne 

(‘then’) in the first line; as Carnicelli maintains, if any material is missing, it would also be missing in the 

exemplar, as the g of the first word, gaderode (‘gathered’) is a ‘large, illuminated capital’ (pp. 1-2). Simeon 

Potter has argued that it is not necessary to assume that the opening is defective, as þonne is ‘a light adverb 

whose function is rhythmic rather than semantic’ (S. Potter, ‘King Alfred’s Last Preface’, Philologica: The 

Malone Anniversary Studies, ed. T. A. Kirby and H. B. Woolf [Baltimore, 1949], pp. 25-30 [pp. 28-29]). 

However, Irvine has recently suggested that the opening words of the preface as it stands, gaderode me þonne, 

represent a truncated form of a conventional, stylistic device for starting a new section in a text, positing, 

therefore, that there may well be at least one missing section preceding this (Uncertain Beginnings, pp. 14-15). 
58 As Irvine observes, the preface ‘draws parallels between the earthly and spiritual’ which anticipates the 

dialogue that follows (‘The Alfredian Prefaces and Epilogues’, p. 165). 
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lord, and the eternal home with the dwelling that is given in perpetuity through a lord’s 

kindness: 

 

ælcne man lyst, siððan he ænig cotlyf on his hlafordes læne myd his fultume 

getimbred hæfð, þæt he hine mote hwilum þar-on gerestan, and huntigan and fuglian, 

and fiscian, and his on gehwilce wisan to þere lænan tilian, ægþær ge on se ge on 

lande, oð þone fyrst þe he bocland and æce yrfe þurh his hlafordes miltse geearnige. 

(48.5-9) 

 

(each man desires, once he has built a dwelling on his lord’s leased land with his help, 

that he might rest there for a time, and hunt and fowl and fish, and to provide for 

himself from the leasehold in every way, both on sea and on land, until the time when 

he earns bookland and perpetual inheritance through the kindness of his lord.) 

 

The ideal of the generous lord anticipates the ideal secular society as presented in the main 

text of the Soliloquies. This lord offers his subject not only a leasehold and bookland, land 

which has been “booked” in a charter,59 but also the intangible gifts of fultum (‘help’) and 

milts (‘kindness’).60 The author then makes an explicit comparison between the earthly lord 

and eternal Lord, ‘se weliga gifola, se ðe egðer wilt ge þissa lænena stoclife ge þara ecena 

hama’ (48.9-10) (the wealthy generous-one, he who rules both this transitory dwelling place 

and the eternal home’), before closing with a brief description of the text that will follow. 

 The extended metaphor of the preface can therefore be seen to have three overlapping 

stages: the wood-cutting and building; the temporary and enduring homes; and the Lord who 

controls both temporal and eternal realms, who bears some resemblance to the earthly lord. 

Critics have tended to focus on the first of these stages, comparing the gathering of wood to 

the conventional metaphor of flower gathering which represents the compilation of a 

florilegium.61 The traditional reading is that the wood represents the work of patristic authors, 

specifically those mentioned in the preface, and the house represents the Soliloquies, or 

                                                 
59 Bookland was not taxed in the same way as leased land, and the owner had the freedom to bequeath it to 

anyone they liked after their death (Keynes and Lapidge, pp. 308-09).  
60 Milts also translates as ‘mercy’, often God’s, a reminder that the earthly lord is to be compared with the 

heavenly ruler (B-T, s.v. milts).  
61 Potter, p. 27; Potter notes that while the flower-gathering metaphor is replaced by one ‘far more vigorous and 

original’ in the preface, it does appear in the links between books: see 83.13-14 and 92.13.  
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multiple Alfredian translations.62 However, Treschow has warned against conflating the 

flower and wood gathering metaphors, as, he asserts, the Soliloquies is actually not a 

florilegium.63 Moreover, this reading does not readily accommodate the later developments of 

the metaphor: though it is easy to see how the construction of the dwelling-place represents 

the translation process, it is not clear what the eternal counterpart represents in this analogy. 

Valerie Heuchan argues that the wood that is gathered, the writings, ‘will both make the 

present life more pleasant and instruct the individual in the way to attain eternal life’.64 Other 

critics have proposed that it is more fruitful to focus on the construction of the heavenly 

home, rather than the gathering motif; as Gatch argues, the author ‘concentrates primarily not 

upon the act of gathering from the Fathers but upon the use to which the building materials 

are put’, that is, the preparation of the heavenly home.65 The understanding that the earthly 

home is a preparation for the heavenly anticipates the argument of the main text, in which the 

earthly, secular life is not a distraction from the heavenly life, but an essential and enjoyable 

stage on the journey.66 

 In Treschow’s recent interpretation of the preface, the forest represents not books but 

wisdom: going to the forest means accessing this mental space, while the earthly home 

                                                 
62 Potter, p. 27; R. Abels, Alfred the Great: War, Kingship and Culture in Anglo-Saxon England (London, 

1998), p. 235. Frantzen offers a subtly different reading: the wood represents the ideas of the patristic writings 

and the house ‘Alfred’s reconstruction of those thoughts into his own concepts’ (pp. 71-72).  
63 M. Treschow, ‘Wisdom’s Land: King Alfred’s Imagery in his Preface to his Translation of Augustine’s 

Soliloquies’, in Divine Creation in Ancient, Medieval and Early Modern Thought: Essays Presented to the 

Rev’d Dr. Robert D. Crouse, ed. M. Treschow, W. Otten and W. Hannam, Brill’s Studies in Intellectual History 

151 (Leiden, 2007), pp. 257-84 (p. 259); see also Gatch, pp. 23-24. This view can be contrasted with Potter’s: 

‘King Alfred’s last book is, to be sure, a chrestomathy or anthology, a gathering of flowers, blossoms or blooms 

from the spiritual gardens, meadows and orchards of the fathers’ (p. 27).  
64 V. Heuchan, ‘God’s Co-workers and the Powerful Tools: A Study of the Sources of Alfred’s Building 

Metaphor in the Old English Translation of Augustine’s Soliloquies’, N&Q 54 (2007), 1-11 (p. 3).  
65 Gatch, p. 24; Gatch suggests that the construction image could be understood as ‘a variant upon a rhetorical 

topic that might be called “feathering one’s nest” or “preparing one’s dwelling in the heavenly homeland”, 

which he identifies in The Phoenix and a passage of Ælfric’s. See also P. Gradon, Form and Style in Early 

English Literature (London, 1971), p. 168: Gradon argues that the ‘distinction between a house on lease and a 

house held by charter is a happy comparison neatly twisting the conventional reference to “heavenly 

mansions”.’  
66 Images of a ‘way’ or ‘road’ occur frequently in both the preface and the main text; as Treschow argues, the 

earthly dwelling place is also a ‘pilgrimage’; as the speaker dwells there he is simultaneously ‘making his way 

forward’ (‘Wisdom’s Land, p. 277). Examples of journey imagery in the Soliloquies can be found at 44.13 and 

17, 48.1-2, 52.17-18, 55.13-14, 55.20, 56.4-5 and 69.5. 
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‘represents the temporal cultivation of wisdom’, and is ‘proleptic of paradise’, the heavenly 

home.67 The construction of the dwelling-place thus draws upon the motif of “building the 

house of wisdom”: Treschow refers to the biblical example of the ‘wise man that built his 

house upon a rock’ (Matt. 7.24), and a similar example can be found in the Boethius, when 

Wisdom urges Mod to build his house of wisdom on the firm ground of humility.68 In this 

reading, I would suggest, the image of the two houses of wisdom can moreover be 

understood as a visualization of the Soliloquies-author’s belief that the amount we pursue 

wisdom in this life relates to the amount we receive in heaven, in that the earthly house is, as 

Treschow argues, ‘proleptic of paradise’.69 While the heavenly life and the wisdom one 

possesses there are far superior to the earthly world and the meagre amount of wisdom 

available in it, a life lived in wisdom is nonetheless a necessary prior stage. As 

Gesceadwisnes declares:  

 

Đi me þincð swiðe dysig man and swiðe unlæde, þe nele hys andgyt æcan þa hwile þe 

he on þisse weorulde byð, and simle wiscan and willnian þæt he mote cuman to ðam 

æcan lyfe þær us nanwiht byð dygles[.] (97.15-16)  

 

(Therefore I think him a very foolish and miserable man, who will not increase his 

understanding while he is in this world, and always wish and desire that he might 

come to the eternal life where nothing is concealed from us).  

 

Likewise, in the preface, the speaker both constructs the earthly house of wisdom, and looks 

forward to the day when he will be granted its heavenly counterpart. The importance of both 

living well in this life and aspiring to the next is encapsulated in the speaker’s desire to be 

                                                 
67 Treschow, ‘Wisdom’s Land’, pp. 272-78. Similarly, Frantzen argues that in the forest, one finds knowledge, 

and in the cottage one ‘finds two uses for it: to enjoy life in this world, and to pursue salvation and happiness in 

the next’ (p. 72). 
68 See B12, especially ll. 6-7: ‘gif þu wisdom timbrian wille ne sete þu hine onuppan þa gitsunga’ (‘if you wish 

to build wisdom do not set it upon avarice’ and ll. 14-18: ‘Ac se þe wille habban þa ecan gesælða, he sceal fleon 

þone frecnan wlite þises middaneardes and timbrian þæt hus his modes on þam fæstan stane eaðmetta, forþam 

þe Crist eardað on þære dene eadmodnesse and on þam gemynde wisdomes’ (‘But he who wishes to have 

eternal blessings, he must flee the terrible beauty of this earth and build the house of his mind on the firm stone 

of humility, for Christ dwells in the valley of humility and in the memory of wisdom’).  
69 Treschow, ‘Wisdom’s Land’, p. 276. 
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‘nytwyrde’ (‘useful’) here and ‘þider to cumane’ (‘to come thither’) (48.12). As we have 

seen, the desire for usefulness resonates throughout the Alfredian corpus.  

 Living well in this life is not only necessary but also enjoyable, as the speaker’s 

description of the earthly dwelling-place demonstrates: he fondly evokes the possibility of 

rest and self-sufficiency, which depends primarily on the aristocratic leisure pursuits of 

hunting and fishing (48.5-8). As Paul Szarmach argues: ‘The speaker finds value in earthly 

pursuits and sees them in positive relation to the pursuit of heaven.’70 This appreciation of 

earthly life is echoed by Augustinus’s frank avowal:  

 

æalle þas weorlde ic lufige, ælc ðinc be ðam dæle þe ic hyt nytwyrðe ongyte, and huru 

þa þing swiðost þe me to wisdome fultimiað[.] (76.14-16)  

 

(I love all this world, each thing by the portion which I understand it to be useful, and 

indeed those things most of all which help me to wisdom).71  

 

This passage bears many parallels to Augustine’s theory of enjoyment and use, whereby 

some things are to be enjoyed, and some things used only to attain the things which are to be 

enjoyed; we go wrong when we enjoy the things we should only use.72 Arguably, however, 

Augustinus’s love for the things of this world exceeds mere use. Rather, his attitude here 

recalls the appreciation that the speaker of the preface has for the earthly dwelling place, both 

as a step towards the heavenly home, and also in its own right.   

While the relationship between the generous lord and grateful subject is a metaphor 

for man’s relationship with God, it nonetheless serves to locate the speaker’s pursuit of 

wisdom within a secular context dominated by the exchange of wealth and friendship: the 

wealthy benefactor bestows upon his dependent the means by which he may pursue wisdom. 

This idealised relationship may well reflect the actual context in which the Soliloquies was 

                                                 
70 Szarmach, ‘Augustine’s Soliloquia in Old English’, p. 236. See also Treschow, ‘Wisdom’s Land’, p. 278.  
71 Cf. Soliloquia 1.XIII.22.  
72 See, for example, De Doctrina Christiana I.3-4. The defence of worldly goods on the grounds of usefulness 

recalls both the Pastoral Care, which laments the unnyt (‘useless’) waste of wealth, and the Boethius, in which 

material goods are defended on the grounds that, when put to good use, they enable the performance of cræft. 
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produced: King Alfred, for example, is known to have patronised craftsmen and encouraged 

scholars and ecclesiastics through gifts of material wealth.73 As in the main text, wealth is 

central to this idealised relationship between lord and subject, with God Himself referred to 

as the ‘weliga gifola’ (48.10) (‘wealthy generous-one’). Welig may seem an unusual epithet 

for God in a text which later tells the story of the evil rich man and Lazarus; however, the 

wealth of the weliga gifola is acceptable, even to be desired, as it is in motion, a gift from 

superior to inferior, and not the object of an individual’s greedy desire. It is worth 

remembering, though, that the ideal society presented in both the preface and main text may 

not be an exact reflection of lived experience. In the preface, the speaker contrasts the 

transitory leasehold with the ‘bocland and æce yrfe’ (48.9) (‘bookland and eternal 

inheritance’). The phrase ece yrfe is a legal construction which means ‘in perpetuity’, and so 

the author conveys both the literal sense of boc-land and moreover the metaphorical 

dimension of the eternal inheritance of heaven.74 However, a piece of contemporary charter 

evidence in which the phrase ece yrfe appears shatters the illusion of the idealised social 

hierarchy as presented in the preface, in which the wealthy lord bestows property on his 

dependent in exchange for friendship. A charter dating from 892-99, which records a grant of 

land from King Alfred to a certain Deormod, states:  

 

Deormod gebohte æt Ælfred cyninge mid fiftigum mancessan arodenes goldes fif hida 

land on ece yrfe ælces þinges freoh butan fyrde & fæstingeweorces on þisum land 

fæst[.]  

 

(Deormod bought from King Alfred with fifty mancusses of red gold five hides of 

land in perpetuity, free from all things except from military service and fortification 

work, secure in this land) (emphasis added).75  

 

                                                 
73 VA 76-79, 81 and 91. 
74 DOE, s.v. ece. 
75 Anglo-Saxon Charters: An Annotated List and Bibliography, ed. P. H. Sawyer, Royal Historical Society 

Guides and Handbooks 8 (London, 1968), no. 355 p. 158; see also Cartularium Saxonicum: A Collection of 

Charters Relating to Anglo-Saxon History, ed. W. d. G. Birch, 3 vols (London, 1885-93), II, no. 581, pp. 223-

24. The Latin section of the charter reveals that Alfred received land, as well as gold, in exchange for his grant 

of land, meaning that the fifty mancusses was not the only payment that Deormod was required to make.  
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While the preface to the Soliloquies implies that wealth flows in a downwards direction from 

a generous and selfless lord to his grateful dependents, in this charter the reality is a mutually 

beneficial financial exchange between Alfred and Deormod. Moreover, while the 

terminology of wealth in the main text is dominated by the ambiguous wela, the reference to 

aroden gold in the charter situates the exchange in specifically material terms.76 The reality 

of relationships between lord and dependent in the late ninth century does not quite correlate 

with the idealised image presented in the Soliloquies: rather, this is the society to which the 

author aspires.  

 

 Conclusion 

The author of the Soliloquies evidently did not spurn the secular life: his frequent recourse to 

the Anglo-Saxon aristocratic world seems to suggest that he understood that a life lived in 

secular society, in pursuit of wisdom, was a valuable preparation for the heavenly afterlife. 

He is conscious of the dangers of wealth, but also very aware of its benefits. These factors 

seem to suggest either that the author was a layman or, if he was an ecclesiastic, that he was 

thoroughly involved in secular life and was perhaps writing for a secular audience. The 

author of the prose Boethius and the Soliloquies is, as the chapters on these translations have 

argued, at the very least sensitive to the needs of a secular readership, if not a layman himself. 

De Consolatione and Soliloquia both denigrate the earthly life, to varying extents, as inferior 

to the spiritual. The Old English author, likewise, insists upon the priority of this spiritual life 

in his translations. While promoting the spiritual pursuit of God and the good, the Old 

English author nonetheless insists that a secular life, lived well, could be incorporated into the 

pursuit of heavenly rewards. While acknowledging the fundamental separateness of earthly 

                                                 
76 On the interpretation of aroden, which appears only on this occasion, see DOE, s.v. aroden. On charter 

payments specified in terms of gold, the frequency of which contrasts with the relatively low incidence of 

archaeological discovery of gold from the period, see Naismith ‘Economy of Beowulf’, p. 381.  
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and spiritual, he repeatedly seeks out links between the two. The final translation associated 

with Alfred, the Prose Psalms, likewise attempts to find room for the secular world, including 

possession of wealth, in a life of piety.  
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Chapter Six 

Making Sense of the Psalter: Wealth in the Old English Prose Psalms 

 

The Old English Prose Psalms (Ps(P))1 offer a characteristically Alfredian retelling of one of 

the most familiar books of the Bible.2 While retaining the devotional aspects of the Psalms 

which render them so appealing for personal prayer, the author of Ps(P) introduces a 

pragmatic tone and advice for good secular living reminiscent of the Old English Pastoral 

Care, Boethius and Soliloquies. Like these texts, Ps(P) promotes the ideology that piety and 

involvement in worldly affairs are readily compatible: indeed, that one can be devout not in 

spite of one’s worldly activities but because of them. Central to the good secular life is the 

appropriate use of wealth. This chapter will demonstrate that the Ps(P)-author acknowledges 

the dangers that wealth can pose to man’s soul, but that he nonetheless recognises the benefits 

that good use of wealth can bring about, when treated with wisdom. For this reason, Ps(P) 

involves many details about the practicalities of owning and using material goods.3 These 

findings suggest that Ps(P) had its audience (and perhaps its origin) in men who, like Alfred 

himself, were thoroughly engrossed in the duties of the secular world, yet nonetheless sought 

to devote themselves to God’s law and His Wisdom. The author’s efforts to clarify the often 

cryptic wisdom of the Psalms results in a text that offers practical advice directly relevant to 

contemporary Anglo-Saxons.4  

 

                                                 
1 This abbreviation follows King Alfred’s Old English Prose Translation of the First Fifty Psalms, ed. P. P. 

O’Neill, Medieval Academy Books 104 (Cambridge, MA, 2001). 
2 See M. J. Toswell, The Anglo-Saxon Psalter, Medieval Church Studies 10 (Turnhout, 2014), pp. 3-4, on the 

widespread familiarity of the Psalter in Anglo-Saxon England, in both lay and monastic spheres. See also F. 

Leneghan, ‘Introduction: A Case Study of Psalm 50.1-3 in Old and Middle English’, in The Psalms and 

Medieval English Literature: From the Conversion to the Reformation, ed. T. Atkin and F. Leneghan 

(Cambridge, 2017), pp. 1-33 (p. 1-3).  
3 It should be noted that while the Psalms themselves lack such practical advice surrounding wealth, they do 

contain a great deal of wealth imagery; see, for example, Pss. 11.7, 18.11, 20.4 and 44.9-10 and 13. There are 

also many references to hereditas (‘inheritance’); see Pss. 27.9, 32.12 and 46.5. 
4 See J. M. Bately, ‘The Nature of Old English Prose’, in The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature, 

ed. Godden and Lapidge, pp. 71-87 (pp. 75-76).  
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 Translating the Psalms: Style, Sources and Interpretation  

Ps(P) is an Old English prose translation of the first fifty psalms: it is unclear whether this is 

all that remains of a full translation, or whether the translator intentionally stopped at Ps. 50. 

The only (near) complete copy of the first fifty is found in Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de 

France, MS Fonds latin 8824, ff. 1-63v, or ‘The Paris Psalter’.5 The Paris Psalter also 

contains Old English metrical versions of the subsequent psalms, 51-150, as well as a full 

Romanum version of the Psalter; the Old English and Latin texts are presented in parallel 

columns.6 While O’Neill suggests a date for the Paris Psalter between 1030 and c. 1050, 

Ps(P) itself can be dated to before the tenth century.7 A long tradition of psalm translation 

had already been established in Anglo-Saxon England by the tenth century, mostly in the 

form of interlinear glossed psalters. It would be understandable if the author of Ps(P) relied 

upon the readily-available, fairly uniform vocabulary of these glossed psalters. However, as 

will be seen, the language of Ps(P) often differs from that of the Old English glossed-psalter 

tradition.8 The Ps(P)-author’s aim is to render the text of the Psalter in terms understandable 

to contemporary readers, while glossed psalters tend to translate the Latin text word for word, 

which does not necessarily result in readable Old English.9 Bately’s observation on the 

                                                 
5 The Paris Psalter is missing a folio between fols 20-21 containing the end of Ps. 20 and the introduction and 

rubric to Ps. 21; a folio between fols 26-27 containing the end of Ps. 25 and the introduction to Ps. 26; a folio 

between fols 45-46 containing the rubric to Ps. 38 and Ps. 38.2-6a; and two folios after fol. 63 containing the 

end of Ps. 50 (Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, pp. 122, 128-29, 147, 163). Fragments of the introductions which 

accompany most of the psalms in Ps(P) are also found in London, British Library, MS Cotton Vitellius E.xviii 

(Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 1). For an edition of these fragmentary introductions, see P. Pusliano, ‘The 

Old English Introductions in the Vitellius Psalter’, Studia Neophilologica 63 (1991), 13-35. As Frantzen notes, 

the London manuscript does not appear to have been made from the Paris manuscript but, rather, both 

manuscripts seem to share a common ancestor (p. 90). 
6 As O’Neill comments, the Latin of the Paris Psalter is ‘not directly related’ to either Old English text (Prose 

Translation, p. 10). See also R. L. Ramsay, ‘The Latin Text of the Paris Psalter: A Collation and Some 

Conclusions’, The American Journal of Philology 41 (1920), 147-76 (p. 152). For the full text and translation of 

both the Prose Psalms and Metrical Psalms, see Old English Psalms, ed. and trans. P. P. O’Neill, Dumbarton 

Oaks Medieval Library 42 (Cambridge, MA; London, 2016). 
7 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 21; Bately, ‘Old English Prose Before and During the Reign of Alfred’, p. 

97. 
8 P. P. O’Neill, ‘The Prose Translation of Psalms 1-50’, in A Companion to Alfred the Great, ed. Discenza and 

Szarmach, pp. 256-81 (pp. 258-59). 
9 However, not all glossed psalters consistently value word-for-word accuracy over readability; Jane Roberts 

argues that the Regius Psalter scribe ‘sometimes thinks in phrases’ (J. Roberts, ‘Some Anglo-Saxon Psalters and 

their Glosses’, in The Psalms and Medieval Literature, ed. Atkin and Leneghan, pp. 37-71 [p. 49]).  
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difference between translation and transformation in the Alfredian project is apposite here: 

she argues that translation only replicates the problems of the source text in the destination 

language, while transformation, explication of difficult material through addition and 

adaptation of the source text, solves these problems.10 As M. J. Toswell maintains, Ps(P) is 

‘more adaptation than translation’.11 While Ps(P) is closer to its source than the Boethius or 

the Soliloquies, it is possible to detect the author at work, especially in the individual 

introductions to each Psalm, selecting material from commentaries and glosses, adding and 

reshaping his source material to make the version of the Psalms that will best suit his 

purposes. 

 One such purpose is to clarify the lyrical ambiguity of the Psalms. The Romanum, 

Ps(P)’s primary source, poses many problems, not least because it in itself is a translation of 

a Greek psalter, ultimately derived from the Hebrew.12 The Latin text thus preserves certain 

aspects of Hebrew poetry which, according to Patrick O’Neill, is ‘replete with highly 

idiomatic language, anthropomorphisms and images evocative of Hebrew culture’.13 On a 

syntactical level, T. R. Henn observes that in biblical Hebrew, the ‘poverty of connecting 

particles’ results in ‘a simple disjunctive style, working in short units.’14 Ps(P) retains much 

of the imagery of its source, though at times presents it in different, clearer terms; as Frantzen 

argues, the author carries out ‘a thorough revision of the lyricism of the Latin into 

discourse’.15 The characteristic asyndetic parataxis of the Latin is rendered more coherent 

through the introduction of connectives and adverbials, joining together verses into 

syntactically complete units; the addition of demonstratives and pronouns and removal of 

                                                 
10 Bately, Literary Prose, pp. 13-14; see also Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 45. 
11 Toswell, p. 75. 
12 On the Romanum as the main source for Ps(P), see Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 31. 
13 P. P. O’Neill, ‘Strategies of Translation in the Old English Versions (Prose and Metrical) of the Psalms in the 

Paris Psalter (Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France, Fonds latin 8824)’, Bulletin of the Institute of Oriental 

and Occidental Studies, Kansai University 48 (2015), 137-71 (pp. 142-43). 
14 T. R. Henn, The Bible as Literature (London, 1970), p. 33. 
15 Frantzen, p. 99. 
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certain awkward or perhaps unnecessary Latin words serves to further reduce ambiguity.16 

While it has been suggested that Ps(P) represents an attempt to replicate some of the literary 

qualities of the Latin,17 O’Neill maintains that this never supersedes the quest for clarity.18 

 The use of sources in Ps(P) reflects this explicatory motivation. For example, while 

Ps(P) is primarily based on the Romanum version of the Psalter, the author sometimes 

introduces variants taken from the Gallicanum: these often occur at moments when the 

Gallicanum offers a clearer reading than the Romanum.19 Likewise, the author’s focus on the 

literal and historical strand of Psalm commentary, as opposed to the more prevalent 

allegorical school of interpretation, could be understood as an attempt to draw out the plainest 

and most understandable reading of the Psalms.20 O’Neill argues that Ps(P) is ‘remarkable’ in 

preferring the literal interpretations of the Antiochene School, namely that of Theodore of 

Mopsuestia (c. 350-428).21 There is a strong likelihood that the Ps(P)-author came into 

contact with an Irish glossed psalter or commentary on the Psalms, as Hiberno-Latin 

scholarship was the primary transmitter of this literally or historically focussed commentary 

tradition.22 Moreover, for the introductions which preface each psalm (though some are 

missing in the Paris Psalter), the author draws upon the Irish version of the fourfold 

interpretative system.23 While the traditional fourfold exegesis has one historical clause, one 

moral, one typological (also known as Christological or mystical) and one anagogical, the 

Irish system replaces the anagogical clause with a second historical one.24 In Ps(P), the focus 

                                                 
16 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, pp. 46-47. O’Neill observes that this explicatory technique can be contrasted 

with the more direct translation of the Metrical Psalms (‘Strategies of Translation’, p. 146). 
17 Bately, Literary Prose, p. 14; Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 49. 
18 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 52. 
19 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 33; O’Neill suggests that the desire to improve understanding could also be 

behind ‘occasional correspondences’ with the Hebraicum Psalter (Prose Translation, p. 33).  
20 Frantzen, p. 98. 
21 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 34; Theodore’s commentary survives in a Latin translation made by Julian 

of Eclanum (Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 37).  
22 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 41. 
23 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 41; on the material missing from Ps(P) in the Paris Psalter, see above. 
24 Frantzen, p. 95; O’Neill, ‘Prose Translation of Psalms 1-50’, p. 264. See O’Neill, ‘Prose Translation of 

Psalms 1-50’, pp. 264-68, on the author’s use of the Pseudo-Bede Argumenta as a source for his introductions.  
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of the first historical clause is always David (in those that survive), who is presented as the 

original composer of every psalm, often prophesying events beyond his own time.25 As Emily 

Butler has observed, the second historical interpretation, when present, is usually concerned 

with Hezekiah.26 The literal and historical interpretation is typically the most readily 

understandable form of exegesis, and the fourfold system situates these readings in a 

framework whereby they are given relevance for the contemporary Anglo-Saxon audience 

through the moral clause.  

  

 Authorship 

Ps(P)’s emphasis on David as the original composer of the Psalms could be viewed as 

support for Alfred’s authorship of the translation, given that Asser’s biography of Alfred 

appears to draw out the correspondences between the two kings, perhaps in an attempt to 

portray Alfred as a novus David.27 The attribution to Alfred comes from the historian William 

of Malmesbury, writing some several hundred years later, who states that King Alfred began 

to translate the Psalms; unlike the other translations considered so far, there is no preface or 

colophon attached to the text itself which makes the case for the king’s authorship.28 O’Neill, 

while acknowledging that William is not always a reliable source regarding Alfred’s 

authorship, argues that the incomplete status of Ps(P) provides support for his claim.29 

Moreover, it is possible that a preface containing an attribution to Alfred may have been 

removed some time after the composition of Ps(P), as may have happened in the case of one 

                                                 
25 See Pratt, Political Thought, pp. 250-51, who observes that David is presented as the author of every psalm, 

despite the fact that biblical tituli attribute Pss. 41, 44 and 49 to the sons of Chore and Asaph.  
26 E. Butler, ‘“And Thus Did Hezekiah”: Perspectives on Judaism in the Old English Prose Psalms’, RES 67 

(2016), 617-35 (p. 617); see also E. Butler, ‘Alfred and the Children of Israel’, N&Q 57 (2010), 10-17 (p. 11).  
27 See Toswell, pp. 64-72, for evidence of what she sees as a determined effort on Asser’s behalf to make the 

parallel; though it should be noted that it is Solomon, rather than David, with whom Asser directly compares 

Alfred (VA 76). On the parallels between Alfred and David, see further Pratt, Political Thought, pp. 251-53; 

Abels, p. 239; and D. Orton, ‘Royal Piety and Davidic Imitation: Cultivating Political Capital in the Alfredian 

Psalms’, Neophilologus 99 (2015), 477-92 (pp. 482-83).  
28 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 73. 
29 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 73. 
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copy of the Pastoral Care.30 There are certain correspondences between Ps(P) and the other 

Alfredian translations, which could offer support for Alfred’s authorship.31 However, this 

depends upon the assumption that Alfred was the author of the other translations, which, as 

we have seen, is still a contentious issue. The ‘most important’ sources for Ps(P), O’Neill 

observes, ‘enjoyed currency in the period before the tenth century’, meaning that it is unlikely 

that the translation was carried out after Alfred’s lifetime.32 Indeed, Ps(P) fits with the aims 

laid out in the prose preface to the Pastoral Care, both in terms of its pedagogy and its 

suitability as a book ‘niedbeðearfosta’ (‘most necessary’) for all men to know (Pastoral Care 

7.6-7).33 O’Neill argues that the translator’s ‘exegetical idiosyncrasies’ seem to indicate that 

he was not a typical biblical commentator, but rather, ‘an “outsider”’.34 Alfred would indeed 

be just such a figure, though it remains that the scholarship behind Ps(P) draws upon an 

esoteric branch of Psalter-commentary which would arguably have been inaccessible to a 

layman, king or not. However, it seems reasonable to allow for the possibility that the king’s 

own translation of the sacred text could have been supplemented by the learning of his 

scholars.35 Some critics have read Ps(P) in a specifically Alfredian historical context, relating 

it to the events and politics of his reign.36 Godden, in contrast, offers something of a 

dissenting voice, noting the absence of any preface attributing the translation to Alfred, and 

the late date of the Paris Psalter.37 However, it is unsurprising that a manuscript as late as the 

                                                 
30 Orton, ‘Royal Piety’, p. 479, n. 6; the manuscript is Cambridge, Trinity College, MS R. 5. 22 (717), dating to 

the late tenth or early eleventh century.  
31 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, pp. 74-95. 
32 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 74. 
33 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 95. Moreover, Pratt suggests that Ps(P) had a key role in the educational 

programme due to the ‘sapiential character of the Psalms’ (Political Thought, p. 261); see further Bately, 

Literary Prose, p. 11. Anlezark has recently argued that prose preface to the Pastoral Care is a demand for the 

translation of Scripture into English, as implied by the account of scriptural translation over time, and suggests 

that Ps(P) could be ‘evidence of this abortive project’ (Anlezark, ‘Which Books are “Most Necessary” to 

Know?’, pp. 764-67 and 777; see also D. Anlezark, Alfred the Great [Kalamazoo, MI, 2017], pp. 83-85).  
34 O’Neill, ‘Prose Translation of Psalms 1-50’, p. 281.  
35 Frantzen, p. 96. 
36 Pratt, Political Thought, p. 258; and M. Treschow, ‘Godes Word for Vox Domini in Psalm 28 of the Paris 

Psalter: Biblical Translation and Alfredian Politics’, Florilegium 31 (2014), 165-80 (p. 165).  
37 Godden, ‘Did Alfred Write Anything?’, p. 4.  
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Paris Psalter, containing not only Ps(P) but also the Romanum Psalter and the Metrical 

Psalms, does not contain a preface claiming Alfred’s authorship.   

Asser frequently mentions Alfred’s devotion to the Psalms, this being one of the 

primary correspondences between the West Saxon king and David.38 This devotion was more 

to be expected of a monastic than a layman, though there is some evidence, besides Alfred, of 

early medieval secular devotion to the Psalter.39 This chapter will argue that Ps(P) was 

produced in the context of such secular piety, for the translation grapples with both 

devotional and worldly concerns. Arguably, for such an audience, or indeed an author, these 

concerns need not be completely separate. As in previous chapters, I will not assume that 

Alfred was the author of the Ps(P). However, it is worth pointing out that the king would be a 

good example of the pious lay reader for whom this translation seems to have been created.  

 

 Relationship to other Alfredian Translations 

There are numerous parallels between Ps(P) and the other canonical translations, perhaps 

indicating that a single individual was behind all four works: whether this one person was 

Alfred is another question. These parallels in vocabulary and phrasing have long been the 

subject of critical attention.40 Ps(P) also shares the characteristically Alfredian ‘pragmatic 

approach’ to translation, which O’Neill loosely defines as ‘literal translation of 

straightforward passages with paraphrase of difficult passages’, drawing attention to the 

                                                 
38 VA 24, 76 and 88; Asser also mentions that Alfred’s children Edward and Ælfthryth learned the Psalms as part 

of their education (VA 75). See also Frantzen, p. 90; Bately, Literary Prose, p. 11; Prose Translation, ed. 

O’Neill, pp. 95-96; and ‘The Prose Translation of Psalms 1-50’, p. 281. 
39 O’Neill argues that while devotion to the Psalter is primarily monastic, there is also evidence for secular 

devotion in late eighth-century France (‘Strategies of Translation’, p. 138); likewise, Pratt draws attention to 

‘the likely presence in England of two Carolingian Psalters, both customized for personal use’ (Political 

Thought, p. 243). See also D. Anlezark, ‘The Psalms in the Old English Office of Prime’, in The Psalms and 

Medieval English Literature, ed. Atkin and Leneghan, pp. 198-217 (p. 200).  
40 J. I’a Bromwich, ‘Who Was the Translator of the Prose Parts of the Paris Psalter?’, in The Early Cultures of 

North-West Europe: H.M. Chadwick Memorial Studies, ed. C. Fox and B. Dickins (Cambridge, 1950), pp. 289-

303 (pp. 297-300); Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 84-94; Bately, ‘Lexical Evidence’, pp. 82-84; and Literary 

Prose, p. 4.  
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shared goal in Ps(P), the Boethius and Soliloquies of making a difficult source text 

comprehensible to contemporary readers.41 Stanley B. Greenfield and Daniel G. Calder 

likewise observe that Ps(P) makes ‘the abstract concrete, as was Alfred’s habit’.42 Bately has 

criticised attempts to assess the vocabulary of Ps(P) in relation to other texts of the Alfredian 

corpus using linguistic analysis tools, on the grounds that such methodology does not take 

into account the way that the source text conditions the translator’s vocabulary.43 She 

moreover argues that the author’s attempt to capture some of the literary qualities of the 

Psalms affects his vocabulary, perhaps explaining certain dissimilarities between Ps(P) and 

other Alfredian texts.44 Ps(P) also differs from the Boethius and the Soliloquies in that it does 

not depart significantly from its source; Bately argues that this relative fidelity is due to the 

‘veneration’ in which the Psalms were held.45  

The Old English Pastoral Care features several psalm quotations which, in spite of 

these arguments for common authorship, are sometimes quite different from the translation of 

the same verses in Ps(P).46 O’Neill identifies ten psalm translations common to Ps(P) and the 

Pastoral Care, arguing that two (Pss. 1.1 and 22.4) are ‘very similar’; four (Pss. 33.20, 37.9, 

39.13 and 50.5) are ‘basically similar, with readily explainable differences’ and the final four 

(Pss. 29.7-8, 31.5, 39.10-11, 48.8-9) feature ‘significant differences’; he concludes that even 

these significant differences do not indicate different authorship, but rather ‘all could be 

explained as the work of a single author adjusting his translation to different sources and 

                                                 
41 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 74; see further, pp. 75-78. 
42 Greenfield and Calder, p. 55. 
43 J. M. Bately, ‘Did Alfred Actually Translate Anything? The Integrity of the Alfredian Canon Revisited’, MÆ 

78 (2009), 189-215 (p. 194); the studies she refers to are P. S. Gill, T. B. Swartz and M. Treschow, ‘A 

Stylometric Analysis of King Alfred’s Literary Works’, Journal of Applied Statistics 34 (2007), 1251-58, and, 

by the same authors, ‘King Alfred’s Scholarly Writings and the Authorship of the First Fifty Prose Psalms’, The 

Heroic Age 12 (2009), http://www.heroicage.org/issues/12/treschowgillswartz.php, accessed on 11.09.18. See 

also Bately, Literary Prose, pp. 4-5; and Bately, ‘Lexical Evidence’, p. 78. 
44 Bately, ‘Lexical Evidence’, p. 79.  
45 Bately, Literary Prose, p. 15. See also Frantzen, p. 101. 
46 See Faulkner, pp. 134-35, on the translation of Ps. 39.13 in the Pastoral Care.  
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contexts.’47 Frantzen likewise emphasises the different purpose of the two texts, noting also 

that the identical Ps. 48.11 and 20 are translated differently within Ps(P) itself,48 which thus 

admits the possibility that an individual author may have translated the same verses 

differently in two different texts.  

 

 Audience and Purpose 

The absence of any preface and the late date of the only extant manuscript of Ps(P) makes it 

difficult to assess the audience for which it was designed, and the purpose for which it was 

intended. Frantzen argues for a possible devotional, meditative purpose, as many additions 

‘impart a pious, devout tone’.49 O’Neill, however, comments that, in contrast with the 

Metrical Psalms with which it shares a manuscript, Ps(P) is rarely devotional in tone; while 

the introductions do make the Psalms relevant for contemporary readers, he argues that the 

dominant method is exegetical, with the main focus on the historical interpretation.50 In terms 

of audience, Richard Abels postulates that Ps(P) was motivated by awareness of a lay 

audience who would study in the vernacular, resulting in an interpretative and explanatory 

translation.51 The function of the Paris Psalter can perhaps offer a guide to understanding, if 

not how Ps(P) was received at the time of its composition, at least how it was understood by 

later Anglo-Saxon readers. O’Neill presents evidence which suggests that the Paris Psalter 

may have had a lay audience; for example, there is no intercession for an abbot in the litany, 

and the manuscript seems to reflect the Roman rather than Benedictine Office, which would 

have been unusual among the clergy in the mid-eleventh century; as O’Neill observes: ‘The 

only group who might have followed the Roman Office and used a Romanum psalter at such 

                                                 
47 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, pp. 79-83. 
48 Frantzen, p. 102. 
49 Frantzen, p. 101. 
50 O’Neill, ‘Strategies of Translation’, p. 155.  
51 Abels, p. 238. See also O’Neill, ‘Prose Translation of Psalms 1-50’, pp. 279-80. Pratt assumes a mixed 

audience of laymen and ecclesiastics for Ps(P) (Political Thought, p. 245). 
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a late date would be pious laity who recited the psalms as a daily devotional exercise.’52 This 

chapter will argue that Ps(P) was intended for an audience who, whether lay or ecclesiastic, 

sought guidance in matters both spiritual and secular.  

 

 Wealth in Ps(P) 

In the Romanum, words for wealth and the wealthy are restricted almost entirely to divitia 

and dives, with one appearance of pecunia (Ps. 14.5), though there are cases where bona 

(‘good things’) could refer to material goods (e.g. Ps. 12.6). The vocabulary of wealth in 

Ps(P), as in the other prose texts of this study, is limited largely to, in the case of nouns, wela, 

feoh, sped and æht, though gold-hord does appear once, in a figurative context (Ps(P) 32.6), 

and in terms of adjectives, welig; the words orsorg (‘free from care’, ‘prosperous’) and 

orsogness (‘prosperity’) also occur on several occasions. O’Neill observes that the texts of 

the Alfredian corpus use similar vocabulary for translating certain Latin words: for example, 

the Ps(P)-author uses wela, sped and æht for the Latin terms divitia and substantia; all three 

of these translation choices appear in the Boethius, while the Pastoral Care features æht and 

wela and the Soliloquies sped and wela.53 O’Neill, moreover, contrasts this group of 

translations with the glosses used in the Lambeth Psalter (London, Lambeth Palace Library, 

MS 247), which translates divitia and substantia as æht, edwist and sped.54 

In both the Latin Psalms and Old English translation, the enemy of the Psalmist is 

frequently characterised as wealthy: this generally negative attitude is epitomised in Ps(P) 

36.15: ‘Betere ys þam rihtwisan lytel þonne þam synfullan mycel wela’ (‘Better for the 

righteous man is the little amount than for the sinful man great wealth’).55 The wealthy are 

                                                 
52 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, pp. 19-20.  
53 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 68, n. 108. 
54 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 68, n. 108. 
55 Cf. Ps. 36.16: ‘melius est modicum iusto super diuitias peccatorum multas’ (‘better is a little to the just than 

the great riches of sinners’). 
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aligned with the powerful, oppressive and sinful; the poor with the humble, oppressed and 

righteous. This dichotomy reflects the starkly polarised world of good and evil in the Psalms 

which is carried over into the Old English.56 However, as this chapter will show, the 

characterisation of the enemy as wealthy does not represent the extent of Ps(P)’s engagement 

with wealth imagery. This imagery is often employed in celebration of precious things, 

material and immaterial, and the author appears to appreciate that wealth can be used and 

owned well. It is not wealth itself that is necessarily at issue, but the fact that it is in the 

enemy’s possession.57  

 One of the central concerns of the Psalms is why the wicked are allowed to flourish 

when the good suffer.58 If a single author is assumed for Ps(P) and the Boethius, it is easy to 

see how this same author would be attracted to the two Latin source texts, one biblical and 

intensely familiar, the other philosophical and only loosely connected to the Christian faith, 

both of which address this fundamental issue of seeming injustice: why should the wicked 

prosper if an omnipotent God rules the universe? Following its source, Ps(P) offers the 

solution that the wealth of the wicked is fleeting,59 and that God will bestow upon his faithful 

an eternal inheritance, as in Ps(P) 36.17: ‘for þæm he wat þa wegas þæra unsceðfulra, and 

heora yrfeweardnesse byð on ecnesse’ (‘because he knows the ways of the innocent, and their 

inheritance will be eternal’).60 As Henn observes of the Latin Psalms: ‘In the perfect world of 

God’s justice and omnipotence, the wicked should not flourish. If they appear to do so, this is 

only temporary’.61 The Old Testament Latin Psalms naturally do not present this eternal 

                                                 
56 Henn, p. 215; and Pratt, Political Thought, p. 252. See Butler, ‘“And Thus Did Hezekiah”’, p. 619, on this 

contrast in the introductions.  
57 For examples of wealth or prosperity in a neutral or positive sense, or belonging to David, see Ps(P) 21.27, 

30.22 and 37.10.  
58 Henn, p. 215.  
59 See especially Ps(P) 48.  
60 Cf. Ps. 36.18: ‘nouit Dominus uias inmaculatorum et hereditas eorum in aeternum erit’ (‘the Lord knows the 

ways of the blameless, and their inheritance will be forever’). The warning against deceptive and short-lived 

riches, in contrast with lasting blessings, again recalls the Boethius, as noted by Frantzen (p. 104; see also Pratt, 

Political Thought, p. 259). 
61 Henn, p. 141 
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inheritance as the Christian consolation of heaven, but the Ps(P)-author can make much of 

such an interpretation in his introductions, as in Ps(P) 5, introduction (1), which states that 

the psalm which follows is: ‘be herenesse ealra ðæra rihtwisena ðe secað yrfeweardnesse on 

heofonrice mid Criste, se ys ende ealra ðinga’ (‘about the praise of all the righteous who seek 

inheritance in the kingdom of heaven with Christ, who is the end62 of all things’).63  

Elsewhere, Ps(P) warns against the transience of worldly wealth: David taught all 

men, Ps(P) 48, introduction (1) reads, ‘þæt hy ongeaton þæt hi ne mihton þa welan mid him 

lædon heonon of weorulde’ (‘so that they understood that they could not bring those riches 

with them hence from the world’). In the main text of the psalm itself, ‘David’ exhorts all 

those ‘þe truwiað heora agenum mægene, and þære mycelnesse hiora speda gylpað and 

wuldrað’ (Ps(P) 48.6) (‘who trust in their own power, and boast of and glory in the 

abundance of their wealth64’) to understand: 

 

þæt nan broðor oþres sawle nele alysan of helle, ne ne mæg (þeah he wylle), gif he 

sylf nanwuht nyle, ne ne deð to goode þa hwile þe he her byð. Gylde for þy him sylf 

and alyse his sawle þa hwyle ðe he her sy, for þam se broðor oþþe nyle oððe ne mæg, 

gif he sylf na ne onginð to tilianne þæt he þæt weorð agife to alysnesse his sawle. 

(Ps(P) 48.7) 

 

(that no brother is willing to free another’s soul from hell, nor is able to [even if he 

may wish], if he himself does not want it at all, or does no good while he is here. 

Therefore let him make compensation for himself and free his soul while he is here, 

because that brother is either unwilling or unable, if he himself does not by any means 

begin to strive so that he might pay the price for the redemption of his soul). 

 

This long verse in the Old English represents an attempt to clarify an obscure section of the 

Latin Psalter, Ps. 48.8-9: ‘(8) frater non redemit redemit homo non dabit Deo placationem 

                                                 
62 O’Neill translates this occurrence of ende as ‘perfection’ in his glossary (Prose Translation, p. 291), while 

DOE, s.v. ende offers definition B.1.a.iii, ‘referring to God / Christ as the end of all things’. See also O’Neill’s 

translation in Old English Psalms, p. 13.  
63 See Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, pp. 172-73 on the influence of the biblical titulus to this psalm (‘In finem 

pro ea quae hereditatem consequitur psalmus David’ [‘Unto the end, for her that obtains the inheritance; a psalm 

of David’]), and traditional allegorical exegesis of this titulus, in which, according to Augustine, the inheritance 

represents eternal life.  
64 While sped is often best translated as ‘success’ or ‘prosperity’, the word it glosses in the Romanum is divitia; 

see B-T, s.v. sped, definition 3, ‘means, substance, abundance, wealth’.  
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suam (9) nec pretium redemptionis animae suae’ (‘no brother has redeemed, nor man 

redeemed: he shall not give God his ransom [9] nor the price of the redemption of his 

soul’).65 The difference in length alone indicates the extent of the elaboration in the Old 

English. While the Romanum gives no indication of whether the events it describes take 

place temporally or extra-temporally, Ps(P) clearly distinguishes between the world of the 

living and the afterlife. This is achieved not only through the reference to ‘helle’ (‘hell’), but 

likewise through the repetition of ‘her’ (‘here’).66 While financial imagery is present in the 

Latin in the form of ‘pretium’ (‘price’), this imagery receives elaboration in the Old English 

with the references to compensation and payment, resonating with the allusion to the 

archetypal rich men in the previous verse, who trust too much in their transitory prosperity. 

There are several parallels here with the parable of Dives and Lazarus (Luke 16.20-31), not 

only in the rich man who thinks of his possessions and not of death, but also in the inability 

of a brother to save another’s soul.67 Moreover, there are particular parallels with the exegesis 

of this parable in the Soliloquies, in which the wicked man in hell is imagined as a prisoner in 

the king’s jail, whose friends either would not or could not be of any help to him: the 

phrasing, ‘oððe nellað, oððe ne magon’ (96.11) (‘either are not willing, or could not’), 

corresponds to the phrasing of Ps(P) 48.7, ‘for þam se broðor oþþe nyle oððe ne mæg’ 

(‘because that brother is either unwilling or unable’). As O’Neill observes, ‘the inability of 

                                                 
65 Cf. the translation in the Pastoral Care: ‘He ne sealde Gode nanne metsceat for his saule ne nænne 

geðingsceat wið his miltse. Đæt is ðonne se medsceat wið his saule ðæt he him gielde god weorc for ðære giefe 

ðe he him ær sealde’ (339.9-12) (‘He did not give to God any wages for his soul, nor any ransom for his mercy. 

The wages for his soul, then, is that he paid Him good works for the gift which He previously gave him’). 

O’Neill notes that both passages ‘find the same meaning in placationem suam, the necessity of good works to 

save a man’s life’ (Prose Translation, p. 83; cf. RP III.21, which has ‘depropitiationem’ for ‘placationem’ [Judic 

et al., II, p. 396, ll. 48-50]). It should further be noted that the quotation of these verses in both the Pastoral 

Care and the Regula Pastoralis follows shortly after a reference to the parable of Dives (see Pastoral Care 

337.23-339.6 and Judic et al. II, p. 396, ll. 39-44): if the Ps(P)-author was familiar with the text, in Latin or Old 

English, the proximity of these two scriptural references may have inspired what could be a subtle allusion to 

Dives in Ps(P) 48.7 (see below).   
66 See Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, pp. 263-64 on the use of such references to this life, and the next, in this 

verse and elsewhere in the translation of Ps. 48.  
67 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 265. On Dives and Lazarus, see Introduction, Chapter Two and Chapter 

Five.  
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one’s friends to help is the commonplace patristic interpretation of the Dives and Lazarus 

parable, but the idea of unwillingness to help is apparently original to Solil [Soliloquies].’68 

As the Ps(P) verse emphasises, it is one’s own good works, carried out during life, that one 

must count upon.  

 The rich man of Ps(P) is instructed to think beyond the abundance of his current 

means. While the value of his earthly riches is confined to the terrestrial world, the good 

works he carries out in this life represent a currency that transcends this world. Elsewhere, 

Ps(P) offers a clear example of how material riches can be made to act as just such a 

currency.  

 

 Almsgiving 

Almsgiving transforms money, earning rewards for the giver. Ps(P) exhorts its readers or 

listeners to almsgiving on several occasions, as in Ps(P) 19.3: ‘Gemyndig sy Drihten ealra 

þinra offrunga, and þin ælmesse sy andfengu’ (‘May God be mindful of all of your offerings, 

and may your alms be acceptable’), translating Ps. 19.4 ‘memor sit Dominis omnis sacrificii 

tui et holocaustum tuum pingue fiat’ (‘may the Lord be mindful of all your sacrifices and 

your whole burnt offering be made fat’).69 Ps(P) departs from the Old English glossed-psalter 

tradition in choosing to translate holocaustum as ælmesse; the glosses include onsægedness 

(‘sacrifice’, ‘offering’), offrung (‘sacrifice’, ‘offering’) and lac (‘offering’, ‘sacrifice’, ‘gift’), 

but none in Phillip Pulsiano’s record of the glosses to Pss. 1-50 feature ælmesse here.70 The 

unusual translation choice results in a verse which has greater applicability to contemporary 

                                                 
68 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 86; see also Frantzen, p. 104.  
69 Though in Ps(P) 49, introduction (1), the author warns against presenting offerings to God, rather than 

offering oneself. 
70 Pulsiano, p. 235. 
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readers, especially wealthy, pious readers, who were both in possession of material wealth 

and in need of way of accommodating that wealth according to their devotion.71  

 The introduction to Ps(P) 28 is more didactic in its promotion of almsgiving, 

presenting this financial-devotional exchange as a necessary expression of gratitude in 

recognition of God’s gifts, as in introduction (1):  

 

Đysne eahta and twentigoðan sealm Dauid sang bebeodenne þam folce þæt hi 

gelæston heora gehat and heora ælmessan sealdon Gode for swa myclum gifum swa 

he him geaf[.] 

 

(David sang this twenty-eighth psalm commanding the people that they fulfil their 

promise and give their alms to God for such great gifts as he gave them). 

 

This interpretation is given contemporary relevance in introduction (4), the moral clause, in 

David’s prophecy that all those who suffered and were then given comfort ‘eac þæs Gode 

þancode æfter heora bysne’ (‘also thanked God for that after their example’).72 While the 

Ps(P)-author is relatively free to direct the introductions as he wishes, in the psalm itself, he 

is required to remain close to the often confusing Latin verses, adapting them only a little in 

his attempt to create a coherent discourse. For example, the last section of Ps. 39.7, 

‘holocausta etiam pro delicto non postulasti’ (‘whole burnt offerings even for sin you did not 

require’), potentially complicates his previous promotion of almsgiving. He translates these 

words: ‘Ne bud þu me na ælmessan to syllanne for minum synnum, þa þa ic hy næfde’ (Ps(P) 

39.7) (‘You did not command me to give alms for my sins, when I did not have them’). 

O’Neill comments that hy refers to the alms, and sees this addition as a ‘qualification’ of the 

Romanum.73 The additional clause, then, ‘þa þa ic hy næfde’, specifies that one does not have 

to give alms when one does not have any to give, which implies that, contrary to the sense of 

                                                 
71 Alfred, one such pious and wealthy individual, was known to gives alms: on his offering pieces, see 

Introduction; see also VA 74 and 76; and The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: A Collaborative Collation, vol. 7, MS E, 

ed. S. Irvine (Cambridge, 2004), p. 51 (entry for 883). 
72 See Treschow, ‘Godes Word’, pp. 176-78, on almsgiving and the obligation to express gratitude in the 

translation of Ps. 28. 
73 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 244. 



226 

 

 

the Latin, almsgiving is necessary for those who do have the means. This pragmatic note is 

characteristic of Ps(P), and reminiscent of the other Alfredian translations, especially the 

Pastoral Care. Moreover, by stipulating that almsgiving is required of the wealthy alone, the 

Old English verse frames this form of charity as, in one sense, a means of managing excess 

wealth, in a manner consistent with Christian piety. As in Ps(P) 19.3, quoted above, 

holocaustum becomes ælmesse, departing again from the Old English glossed-psalter 

preference, here for onsægednesse or offrung, no doubt in an effort to make the translation 

familiar to the contemporary audience.74  

 The uses to which material wealth is put in Ps(P) can be contrasted with that of the 

earlier vernacular literature considered in the first chapter of this study through a brief 

analysis of the collocation bringan (‘bring’) and lac (‘offering’, ‘sacrifice’, ‘gift’) on two 

occasions, once in Ps(P) and once in Beowulf. Ps(P) 4.6 exhorts its readers: ‘Offriað ge mid 

rihtwisnesse, and bringað þa Gode to lacum’ (‘make offerings with righteousness, and bring 

them as gifts to God’). In Beowulf, this same collocation appears, though not in terms of 

bringing offerings to God, but to kings: ‘sceal hringnaca ofer heafu bringan / lac ond 

luftacen’ (1862-63a) (‘the ring-prowed ship must bring over the sea / gifts and love-tokens’) 

(emphasis added). In traditional heroic poetry, wealth fulfils its function solely on the 

terrestrial plane. In Ps(P), an attempt to accommodate Scripture and patristic interpretation in 

the new medium of literary, vernacular prose, the same Old English words are applied to 

quite different effect. The same lac that crosses the ‘ganotes bæð’ (1861b) in a ring-prowed 

ship in Beowulf becomes, in Ps(P), an offering to God, which can be valued not only in 

material terms, but as a gift that transcends the temporal and terrestrial world. A similar 

contrast between earthly and heavenly riches can be seen in the description of the ship in 

Andreas, where, echoing the description of Scyld Scefing’s treasure-laden funeral barge in 

                                                 
74 Pulsiano, p. 572. 
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Beowulf, the narrator claims that he has never heard of a ‘cymlicor ceol gehladenne / 

heahgestreonum’ (Andreas 361-62a) (‘ship more beautifully laden with treasure’).75 In 

Andreas, however, the treasures are, as Richard North and Michael Bintley argue, ‘not only 

goods of the merchant ship but figuratively also the Lord, His angels, St Andrew and the 

latter’s disciples.’76 The image of the treasure-laden ship from Beowulf is given new meaning 

in Andreas, a poem possibly composed under Alfred’s patronage.77 

 

 Good Use of Wealth 

The Pastoral Care, Boethius and Soliloquies offer a model of good living which incorporates 

both worldly responsibilities and devotion to God and His Wisdom. As has been 

demonstrated, Ps(P) addresses both the sacred and the practical, suggesting that the Ps(P)-

author likewise believed in the compatibility of piety and a well-lived worldly life. This 

shared outlook advances the case for common authorship of these translations. One aspect of 

this practical outlook is the Ps(P)-author’s acknowledgement of the just uses of wealth.  

 In Ps(P) 14.6, the author shows his awareness of the benefits of wealth, provided it is 

used well. He lists among those who may dwell in the Lord’s temple and rest themselves on 

the holy mountain, ‘se þe his feoh to unrihtum wæstmsceatte ne syleð’ (‘he who does not 

give his money to unjust usury’).78 The adjective unriht has no parallel Romanum verse; this 

addition, according to O’Neill, ‘seems to imply recognition of lawful interest and, if so, a 

bold interpretation of a passage traditionally used by Carolingian canonists to support an 

                                                 
75 Orchard, ‘Originality of Andreas’, p. 358; cf. Beowulf, ll. 38-40a.  
76 Andreas: An Edition, ed. R. North and M. D. J. Bintley (Liverpool, 2016), p. 110.  
77 On the possibly Alfredian context for Andreas, see North and Bintley, pp. 97-115; on the parallel between the 

treasure-laden ship in Andreas and Asser’s depiction of Alfred steering the ship of state, similarly carrying 

treasure, to safety (VA 91), see North and Bintley, pp. 113-14.  
78 Cf. Ps. 14.5: ‘qui pecuniam suam non dedit ad usuram’ (‘who has not given his money to usury’). 
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absolute ban on the exacting of interest.’79 Similar qualification can be observed in Ps(P) 38, 

introduction (1.ii): 

 

on þæm sealme he lærde and tælde ealle men þe worulde welan gaderiað mid unrihte, 

and nytan hwam hi hine læfað[.] 

 

(in that psalm he taught and rebuked all men who gather worldly wealth unjustly, and 

do not know to whom they leave it).  

 

This introduction seems to be inspired by Ps. 38.7,80 although in his commentary O’Neill 

notes the likely influence of the Pseudo-Bede Argumenta, clause (b), which in itself draws on 

Ps. 38.7: ‘Aliter, propheta increpat eos qui diuitias habent et nesciunt cui dimittant’ (‘In 

another way, the prophet rebukes those who have riches and do not know to whom they leave 

[them]’).81 In the Old English version, the addition of ‘mid unrihte’ (‘unjustly’) implies that 

just possession of wealth is acceptable. While it is likely that the choice of gaderian 

(‘gather’) is inspired by verse seven of this psalm, as O’Neill suggests,82 it is worth noting the 

difference in implication between gaderian and the habere (‘have’) of the Pseudo-Bede 

Argumenta clause: the Ps(P)-author appears to be condemning, in David’s voice, not the 

possession of wealth but the unjust hoarding of it. As in the verse on usury, this adaptation 

perhaps implies that the author was working in a milieu in which the lawful uses of wealth 

were not to be condemned.   

Ps(P) often presents its readers or listeners with advice more suited to the 

instructional tone of the Pastoral Care than a devotional, lyrical text. While the sacred nature 

of the Psalms prevents the author from departing radically from his source, as in the Boethius 

or the Soliloquies, often the whole tone of a verse can be transformed through inventive 

                                                 
79 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 190.  
80 Ps(P) 38.7: ‘hy gaderiað feoh, and nyton hwam hy hyt gadriað’ (‘they gather money, and do not know for 

whom they gather it’). 
81 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 241; Liber Psalmorum: The West-Saxon Psalms, ed. J. W. Bright and R. L. 

Ramsay (Boston; London, 1907), p. 89; translation original; see Bright and Ramsay, p. 89, on the addition of 

‘eas’ (‘them’) after ‘dimittant’ in certain manuscripts.  
82 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 241. 
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translation of individual words, as in Ps(P) 29.6: ‘Ic cwæð on minum wlencum and on minre 

orsorhnesse: “Ne wyrð þises næfre nan wendincg”’ (‘I said in my pride and in my prosperity: 

“this will never change”’), where wlencu and orsorgness translate abundantia 

(‘abundance’).83 This translation decision represents a departure from the preferred gloss in 

Old English glossed psalters, genyhtsumnes (‘abundance’), though the choice of wlencu is in 

line with the translation of this verse in the Pastoral Care, strengthening the case for shared 

authorship.84 The general sense of ‘abundance’ is transformed into the temptations that may 

especially threaten the humility of people in positions of power, recalling the object of the 

Pastoral Care, which warns those in positions of authority against the vice of pride. The only 

other collocations between wlencu and orsorgness in the extant Old English corpus occur in 

the Metres of Boethius (CM5.29-34a) and the Pastoral Care, in a chapter titled ‘Hu se lareow 

sceal beon on his weorcum fyrmest’ (81.1) (‘How the teacher must be foremost in his 

works’), which describes how when the priest meditates on divine matters, he should not 

‘bion to upahæfen for nanum wlencum ne for nanre orsorgnesse’ (83.16-17) (‘be too exalted 

for any pride nor for any prosperity’). While this section of the chapter is specifically on the 

behaviour of a priest, the reference to lareow in the title, and throughout the Pastoral Care, 

suggests that secular leaders could benefit from such warnings against the temptations of 

power.85 

As we have already seen, despite his exhortations to almsgiving, the Ps(P)-author was 

conscious that not all of his readers would be the position to make charitable gifts. Ps. 40.2, 

                                                 
83 Cf. Ps. 29.7: ‘ego autem dixi in mea abundantia non mouebor in aeternum’ (‘and I said in my abundance: “I 

will never be moved”’). 
84 Pulsiano, p. 371. The Pastoral Care translation of this verse reads: ‘Ic wende on minum wlencum & on 

minum forwanan, ða ic wæs full ægðer ge welona ge godra weorca, ðæt ðæs næfre ne wurde nan ende’ (465.15-

17) (‘I believed in my pride and in my abundance, when I was full both of wealth and good works, that there 

would never be an end of that’) (cf. RP IV [Judic et al., II, p. 538, ll. 52-53]); see Prose Translation, ed. 

O’Neill, pp. 80-81. 
85 On the intended audience of the Pastoral Care, see Chapter Two.   
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‘Beatus qui intellegit super egenum et pauperem’ (‘blessed is he who understands about the 

needy and poor’), becomes:  

 

Eadig bið se þe ongyt þæs þearfan and þæs wædlan, and him þonne gefultumað gif 

hine to onhagað; gif hine ne onhagað, þonne ne licað him, þeah, his earfoðu[.] (Ps(P) 

40.1)  

 

(Blessed is he who perceives the needy and the poor, and then helps them if he has the 

means to; if he does not have the means, then, at least, their troubles should not please 

him).86 

 

This addition addresses the practicalities of almsgiving, recalling a similarly pragmatic 

attitude in the Boethius: ‘Gif men to godum weorce ne onhagie, habbe godne willan; þæt is 

emngod’ (B41.35-36) (‘If a man does not have the means for good work, let him have a good 

will: that is just as good’).87 In Ps(P), among the devotional, meditative lyrics of the Psalms, 

the reader or listener discovers practically-minded advice on how to best use their wealth: 

earthly and divine wisdom are placed side-by-side.  

 

 Metaphorical and Material Riches 

While much of the wealth-vocabulary in Ps(P) refers to literal wealth, the translation, 

following the Latin, also features many examples of treasure imagery, often employed in a 

figurative sense, as in gold-hord in Ps(P) 32.6, translating the Romanum thesaurus 

(‘treasure-hoard’).88 Henn observes that in the Psalms, value is ‘in terms of the precious 

metals and stones’, and also expensive products such as ivory, needlework and spices.89 

These commodities appear in Ps(P) 44, in which David describes the riches that accompany 

the Son of God:90 incense and spices and ivory houses inhabited by kings’ daughters (see 

                                                 
86 See Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 246 on whether earfoðu is a plural or late singular form.  
87 See Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 85 on this parallel; he notes that in both texts it is understood that this 

good will earns temporal blessings from God.  
88 Cf. Ps. 32.7; this is the usual gloss in Old English psalters (Pulsiano, p. 421).  
89 Henn, pp. 64 and 66.  
90 Indications that Christ is the subject of verses Ps(P) 44.3-11 can be found in explanatory, exegetical additions 

to verses 1-2; e.g., ‘Min heorte bealcet good Word (þæt ys, good Godes bearn)’ (Ps(P) 44.1) (‘My heart sends 

forth a good Word [that is, the good Son of God]’); cf. Ps. 44.2: ‘Eructauit cor meum uerbum bonum’ (‘My 

heart has brought up a good word’). 
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Ps(P) 44.10).91 Contrary to the typical historical or literal focus in Ps(P), here, the author 

goes to great pains to specify the allegorical interpretation of these riches,92 as in Ps(P) 44.13: 

  

þa dohtor þære welegan byrig Tyrig, hi hine weorðiað mid gyfum (þæt synt, þa sawla 

þe beoð gewelgoda mid goodum geearnuncgum)[.] 

 

(the daughters of the wealthy city of Tyre, they honour Him with gifts (those are, the 

souls which are enriched with good merits).93 

 

The allegorical association between rich gifts and merits is a reminder of the relationship 

between the rich gifts of alms and the merits that they earn for the soul.94 The repeated 

exegetical explanations in this section, contrasting with the usual historical or literal focus, 

perhaps suggest that the Ps(P)-author was not comfortable with potentially ambiguous praise 

of excessive material wealth, or perhaps that he believed that, here at least, the figurative 

meaning was clearer than the literal: as O’Neill observes, the primarily literal focus of Ps(P) 

is not incompatible with allegorical readings, which sometimes better suit the author’s 

didactic, explanatory technique.95 This wariness surrounding the description of excessive 

material wealth could indicate an ecclesiastical background for the author; it is equally 

possible, however, that a devout layman might feel uncomfortable about seeming to promote 

such riches. 

 In Ps(P) 8.6, the Romanum ‘gloria et honore coronasti eum’ (Ps. 8.6) (‘you have 

crowned him with glory and honour’) is rendered ‘þu hine gewuldrast and geweorðast, and 

                                                 
91 While the Romanum Ps. 44.9 reads ‘a gradibus eburneis’ (‘from the ivory steps’), Ps(P) selects the reading 

from the Gallicanum, ‘a domibus eburneis’ (‘from the ivory houses’), translated as ‘of þinum elpanbænenum 

husum’ (‘from your ivory houses’), probably because the Gallicanum reading makes better sense (see Prose 

Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 256).  
92 See Pratt, Political Thought, p. 247.  
93 Cf. Ps. 44.13: ‘filiae Tyri in muneribus’ (‘the daughters of Tyre with gifts’). The phrase welig byrig is a 

particularly Alfredian collocation (see Chapter Four). O’Neill observes the possible influence of the Epitome of 

Julian of Eclanum’s commentary on the psalms, a Latin translation of Theodore of Mopsuestia’s commentary, in 

the references to the wealth of Tyre, though he also notes that the city was commonly referred to as wealthy 

(Prose Translation, p. 257; on Theodore’s commentary and the Epitome of Julian’s translation, see Prose 

Translation, p. 37).  
94 Cassiodorus makes an explicit connection between these gifts and ‘eleemosynas’ (‘alms’) (Magni Aurelii 

Cassiodori: Expositio Psalmorum, 2 vols, ed. M. Adriaen, CCSL 97-98 [Turnhout, 1958], I, p. 412; see also 

Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 257).  
95 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 44. 
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him sylst heafodgold to mærðe’ (‘you glorified and honoured him, and gave him a crown [lit. 

‘head-gold’] as an honour’). No allegorical exegesis accompanies this verse; in fact, the 

translation of this psalm is striking in its avoidance of Messianic interpretation, aside from 

the reference to David’s prophecy about the ‘wundorlican acennednesse Cristes’ (‘the 

wonderful birth of Christ’) (Ps(P) 8, introduction [1.ii]).96 The element gold in the rare 

compound heafod-gold makes the preciousness of the crown explicit, with the phrasing in the 

Old English more suggestive of a literal coronation.97 Here, at least, the author is comfortable 

with praising an item of material worth. 

In Ps(P) 16.9, however, the author seems to contrast material wealth with something 

intangible and yet far more precious: the wealth of the world to come. Here, he translates the 

Romanum adips (‘fat’) as not only fætnes but also wela and tohopa (‘hope’):  

 

and hi [mine fynd] habbað ealle heora fætnesse and heora tohopan and heora weolan 

swiþe orsorhlice utan bewunden, and sprecað nu for ði swiðe ofermodlice. 

 

(And they [my enemies] have all their fatness and their hope and their wealth very 

securely98 wrapped up on the outside, and speak now therefore very proudly).99 

 

While wela can be understood as an attempt to clarify adips, the prosperity of the enemies, 

tohopa is a gloss less easily explained. However, comparison with a passage in the Pastoral 

Care which features both tohopa and the adjective welig, reveals that the author is perhaps 

alluding here to the scriptural idea, found, for example, in the parable of Dives and Lazarus, 

that the rich man has his riches here on earth, and therefore cannot expect any in heaven:  

 

                                                 
96 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 177. 
97 Heafod-gold occurs only four times in the extant corpus (DOE, s.v. heafod-gold). See Bately, ‘Lexical 

Evidence’, p. 81, on the vocabulary for ‘crown’ in Ps(P) and other Alfredian works. Æthelstan, Alfred’s 

grandson, was apparently the first Anglo-Saxon king to be coronated; previously, Anglo-Saxon kings would 

have been bestowed with a helmet (S. Foot, Æthelstan: The First King of England [New Haven, 2011], pp. 18 

and 76-77).  
98 B-T, s.v. orsorglice offers several different translations: ‘without anxiety’, ‘carelessly, rashly’ and ‘securely, 

safely’; O’Neill chooses ‘securely’ in his translation (Old English Psalms, p. 49).  
99 Cf. Ps. 16.10: ‘adipem suum concluserunt os eorum locutum est superbia’ (‘they have shut up their fat: their 

mouth has spoken with pride’). 
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Be ðæm Crist cuæð on his godspelle: Waa ieow welegum, ðe iower lufu eall & eower 

tohopa is on eowrum woruldwelum, & ne giemað ðæs ecan gefean, ac gefeoð ealle 

mode ðisses andweardan lifes genyhte[.] (Pastoral Care 181.22-183.1)  

 

(Christ said about that in his Gospel: Woe to you wealthy men, whose whole love and 

hope is in your worldly wealth, and [who] do not care for eternal joy, but rejoice with 

all the mind in the abundance of this present life).100 

 

In this context, it could be understood that the enemies in the psalm text have, like the rich 

men of the Gospel, all their tohopa in their literal wealth, rather than the riches to come. 

Ps(P) reminds its readers and listeners that those who focus on earthly riches in this way 

cannot possibly attain the riches of heaven, like the rich man in Ps(P) 48.18 who ‘hæfde his 

heofonrice her on eorðan’ (‘had his heavenly kingdom here on earth’).101  

 The riches of this life differ fundamentally from those of heaven in that they are, by 

their nature, short-lived. The necessarily transitory nature of wealth is the subject of Ps. 48, 

which, in the Ps(P) version, features the warning to the rich man so reminiscent of the Dives 

and Lazarus parable, particularly the Soliloquies-author’s treatment of it. O’Neill suggests: 

 

Of all the paraphrases of individual psalms, this one tells the most about its author: its 

interpretations [...] go far beyond the commentaries and are expressed with a 

solemnity and intensity best explained by a personal connection about how wealth 

may jeopordize a man’s soul.102 

 

The focus of Ps(P) 48 is on the dangers of trusting too much in wealth; in forgetting that it is 

earth-bound, unlike the soul. As David taught all men to perceive: ‘hi ne mihton þa welan 

mid him lædon heonon of weorulde’ (Ps(P) 48, introduction [1]) (‘they could not bring those 

riches with them hence from the world’).103 Ps(P) 48 warns against the risks of putting all of 

one’s confidence in riches. However, the evidence addressed over the course of this chapter 

                                                 
100 Cf. RP III.2 (Judic et al., II, p. 268, ll. 29-30); see Luke 6.24: ‘vae vobis divitibus quia habetis consolationem 

vestram’ (‘woe to you that are rich, for you have your consolation’).  
101 Cf. Ps. 48.19.  
102 Prose Translation, ed. O’Neill, p. 264.  
103 See also Ps(P) 48.16-17 (cf. Ps. 48.17-18). Cf. Metre 14 in the Boethius: ‘Ne mot he þara hyrsta hionane 

lædan / of ðisse worulde wuhte þon mare, / hordgestreona, ðonne he hiðer brohte’ (CM14.9-11) (‘He cannot 

take any more ornaments hence from this world, hoarded treasure, than he brought hither’).  
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does not imply an author intensely concerned with the dangers posed by wealth; rather, he 

treats wealth practically, offering instruction on how to best put it to use. This compromise 

between pragmatism and spiritual concern recalls the Boethius and, as there, suggests an 

author writing for an audience that would appreciate advice of both a spiritual and practical 

nature; who would, perhaps, understand that the one complements the other.    

 

 Riches as a Snare 

The error of trusting too much in one’s present success is also the theme of Ps(P) 9.26:  

 

And he cwyð on his mode: “Ne wyrð þisses næfre nan wending butan mycelre 

frecennesse minra feonda.” 

 

(And he said in his mind: “This will never change, without the great threat of my 

enemies.”)104 

 

This figure is depicted scheming with ‘þam welegan’ (Ps(P) 9.28) (‘the wealthy’) in order to 

undo the innocent and the poor: 

 

and þreatað þone earman mid his eagum, and sætað his digollice swa swa leo det of 

his hole. [30] He sætað þæt he bereafige þone earman and þæs wilnað; and þonne he 

hine gefangen hafað mid his gryne, þonne genæt he hine. (Ps(P) 9.29-30) 

 

(and oppresses the destitute man with his eyes, and lies in wait for him secretly, just 

as a lion does from his den. [30] He lies in wait so that he can plunder the destitute 

man and desires that; and when he has caught him with his snare, then he mistreats 

him.)105 

 

The presence of the wealthy man in this plotting, as in the Romanum, is related to the 

recurring contrast between the wicked, wealthy oppressors and humble, poor oppressed. 

                                                 
104 Cf. Ps. 9.27: ‘dixit enim in corde suo non mouebor de generatione in generationem sine malo’ (‘for he said in 

his heart: I will never be moved from generation to generation, without evil’). O’Neill reverses the order of the 

two clauses in his translation of this verse, implying unambiguously that the threat of the speaker’s enemies has 

already been removed: ‘And he says to himself: “Absent the great threat of my enemies, this situation will never 

change.”’ (Old English Psalms, p. 27). See also Ps(P) 29.6 (cf. Ps. 29.7) and 13.9 (cf. Ps. 13.4-5). 
105 Cf. Ps. 9.30-31: ‘oculi eius in pauperem respiciunt insidiatur in occulto sicut leo in cubili suo / insidiatur ut 

rapiat pauperem rapere pauperem dum abstrahit eum [31] in laqueo suo humiliabit eum’ (‘his eyes gaze upon 

the poor man; he secretly lies in ambush like a lion in his den; he lies in wait in order to seize the poor man; to 

seize the poor man while he drags him off [31]. In his net he humiliates him’).  
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While the translation of these verses follows the Latin fairly faithfully, the confluence of the 

archetypal wealthy man and snare imagery may well have had particular significance for the 

Ps(P)-author if he was indeed the author of one or more of the other Alfredian translations, or 

writing in the same milieu.  

In this psalm verse, it is possible to read the trap that the rich man sets as riches 

themselves, which entrap the poor man, recalling the image of bird in a snare in the Pastoral 

Care, a metaphor for the man greedy for riches: 

 

Swa swa fleogende fugel, ðonne he gifre bið, he gesihð ðæt æs on eorðan, & ðonne 

for ðæm luste ðæs metes he forgiet ðæt grin ðæt he mid awierged wirð; swa bið ðæm 

gitsere. He gesihð ðone welan ðe he wilnað, & he ne geliefð ðæs grines ðe he mid 

gebrogden wyrð, ærðon he hit gefrede. (Pastoral Care 331.17-21) 

 

(Just as the flying bird, when it is greedy, it sees the bait on the ground, and then 

because of the desire for that food it forgets the snare with which it becomes 

strangled; just so for the avaricious man. He sees the wealth he desires, and he does 

not believe in the snare with which he becomes ensnared, before he feels it.)106 

 

In this metaphor, wealth represents the bait, so attractive to the greedy man that he forgets the 

danger, sinfulness, that it brings. A similar metaphor occurs in the Soliloquies, when 

Gesceadwisnes advises Augustinus that he should abandon: 

 

weorlde ara, and huru ungemetlice and unalifedlice, forðam ic ondrede þæt hy 

gebynden þin mod to hæom, and þa gefon myd heora grine, swa swa man deor oððe 

fugelas feht[.] (Soliloquies 78.31-79.2)  

 

(worldly honours, and especially immoderate and unlawful ones, because I fear that 

they may bind your mind to them, and seize it with their snare, just as one catches 

beasts or birds).107 

 

In both examples, these metaphors operate on the basis that wealth or other worldly blessings 

are tempting yet deceptive, like bait; moreover, they are enriched by the idea that in falling 

for these deceptions, men become like beasts and birds: like beasts, they do not have the 

                                                 
106 Cf. RP 3.20 (Judic et al., II, p. 392, ll. 135-37). 
107 Cf. Soliloquia 1.XIV.24: the image of catching birds in a snare is absent in the Soliloquia, though the Old 

English author may have been inspired by the references to both wings and cages at this point.  



236 

 

 

reason to separate the trick from the truth, or the appearance from the reality. The Boethius, 

following traditional patristic thought, separates men from animals on account of the reason 

they possess: men, Wisdom tells Mod, have all the qualities animals have, ‘and eac toeacan 

þam micle gife gesceadwisnesse’ (B41.139-40) (‘and also in addition to that the great gift of 

reason’). The Boethius, moreover, like Ps(P), associates the desire for wealth with the loss of 

human reason.108 This evidence suggests that the texts of the Alfredian corpus share a 

discourse in which the robbing of men’s wits through the desirability of riches can be 

signified through the imagery of trapping an animal or bird in a snare. This discourse sheds 

light on the quotations from Ps(P) 9 above, in which the poor are ensnared by the traps laid 

by the rich man: while this image is present in the Romanum, it would have arguably 

appealed to the Ps(P)-author, whether he and the author(s) of the other Alfredian translations 

were one and the same, or just working in the same environment. Read through this Alfredian 

lens, the snare in the Psalms should perhaps be understood as riches themselves. Such a 

reading would make sense of an emendation later in the text: in Ps(P) 36.13, the verb deicere 

(‘throw’, ‘cause to fall’) from the Romanum version of Ps. 36.14 is translated as besyrwan 

(‘ensnare’, ‘deceive’), following the Gallicanum reading of ‘decipiant’ from decipere 

(‘cheat’, ‘deceive’):  

 

Þa synfullan teoð heora sweord and bendað heora bogan to þæm þæt hi mægon 

besyrian þone earman and þone wædlan[.] 

 

(The sinful draw their swords and bend their bows so that they can ensnare the 

destitute and the needy).109 

 

                                                 
108 See Chapter Three; see further Frantzen, p. 104.  
109 Cf. Ps. 36.14: ‘gladium euaginauerunt peccatores tetenderunt arcum suum ut deiciant inopem et pauperem’ 

(‘the sinners have unsheathed swords, have drawn their bows in order to overthrow the needy and poor’). The 

Ps(P) translation departs from the most common Old English psalter gloss for ‘deiciant’ here, aweorpan 

(‘throw’); the gloss for this verb in the Lambeth Psalter at this point is ‘hi bepæcan’ (‘they deceived’), indicating 

a Gallicanum text (Pulsiano, p. 504).  
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The Pastoral Care, Boethius, Soliloquies and Ps(P) share between them a discourse whereby 

worldly prosperity, riches in particular, traps men like snares trap animals, who lack the 

human quality of reason.  

 

 Purification Imagery 

Another seam of wealth imagery that runs through Ps(P) is the purification of precious 

metals. This imagery is found also in the Latin Psalms; as Henn remarks, ‘[g]old and silver, 

metals that are purified by smelting, serve to set forth the immortal character of the soul.’110 

In Ps(P), this purification imagery has as much to do with the soul’s wisdom as its immortal 

character. Ps. 16.3, ‘probasti cor meum et uisitasti nocte igne me examinasti’ (‘You have 

proved my heart and visited it in the night; You tried me by fire’), addressed to God, becomes 

in Ps(P) 16.3:  

 

Þu hæfst afandod min mod, and þu come to me on niht and me gemettest unrotne, and 

me sude mid þam fyre monegra earfoða, swa swa gold oþþe seolfor[.] 

 

(You have tested my mind, and you may come to me in the night and find me sad, and 

may test me with the fire of many hardships, just as gold or silver). 

 

The differences from the Latin are easily identified: cor (‘heart’), the emotional centre, 

becomes mod (‘mind’), associated with the intellect as well as emotions; the Lord finds the 

mod sad, in the Old English; ignis (‘fire’) is given an interpretative gloss; and finally, Ps(P) 

specifies, if there was any doubt, that this testing by fire should be compared to the 

purification of gold and silver. In this Old English version of the psalm verse, then, the mind 

tested by the Lord is likened to precious metals purified by fire. This pairing of wisdom and 

wealth recalls examples in other Alfredian texts, such as the prose preface to the Pastoral 

Care, or chapter B7 in the Boethius, in which Wisdom claims “true wealth” as his servant. 

                                                 
110 Henn, p. 64. On the purification of precious metals by fire in Cynewulf’s poetry and The Phoenix, see 

Chapter One.  
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The choice of mod as a translation for cor also brings to mind the Boethius, in which Wisdom, 

a divine figure,111 meets Mod in a decidedly unrot (‘sad’) state.112 The dialogue in the 

Boethius represents Mod’s testing by Wisdom, and his wiser state by the end of the text is 

thus a pure and valuable version of his former self. This echo of the Boethius in Ps(P) 

perhaps indicates shared authorship, or at least a shared interest in the testing of the mind by a 

divine force, the results of which, in Ps(P), are figured in terms of precious metals. This 

hypothesis moreover accords with the argument advanced in Chapter Three, in which 

Wisdom’s soð wela are interpreted as the “riches of wisdom”, the valuable and lasting 

gesceadwisnes which supersedes worldly wealth: in light of this parallel in Ps(P), these 

“riches of wisdom” in the Boethius could thus be seen as the results of the testing, or 

purification, which Mod undergoes over the course of his dialogue with Wisdom and 

Gesceadwisnes. Ps(P), then, shares the dyad of wealth and wisdom familiar from elsewhere 

in the Alfredian corpus.  

 A further example of purification imagery in a mental context can be found in Ps(P) 

25.2, in which the same purification image is again given an intellectual focus: ‘Fanda min, 

Drihten, and smea mine geþohtas’ (‘try me, Lord, and examine my thoughts’).113 Smeagan 

(‘consider, meditate, examine’) corresponds to the verb urere (‘burn’) in the Romanum, 

while geþohtas translates both renes (‘kidneys’) and cor (‘heart’). Ps(P) offers an 

interpretation of this purification image in terms of an intellectual discourse that is sustained 

between the mind of the person speaking the psalm and the deity. Wealth, the usual result of 

testing by fire, and wisdom are shown to be compatible not only according to the practical 

                                                 
111 See B41.113, ‘forþam se wisdom is God’ (‘for wisdom is God’).  
112 See also the Soliloquies, in which Gesceadwisnes says to Augustinus ‘me ðingð þæt ic ðe geseo swiðe 

unrotne and swiðe gedrefedne on þinum mode’ (71.12-13) (‘it seems to me that I see you very sad and very 

disturbed in your mind’); cf. the corresponding section of Soliloquia, 1.IX.16, in which Ratio observes that 

‘Augustine’ must be experiencing ‘animo nonnullam aegritudinem’ (‘some mental anxiety’ [Watson, p. 47]). 

O’Neill suggests that the Ps(P)-author may have been influenced by Theodore’s commentary at this point 

(Prose Translation, p. 194). The Ps(P)-author often translates cor with mod: see, for example, Ps(P) 47.11. 
113 Cf. Ps. 25.2 ‘proba me Domine et tempta me ure renes meos et cor meum’ (‘try me Lord and test me; burn 

my kidneys and my heart’).  
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advice that wisdom enables good use of wealth, as is promoted in the Pastoral Care, but also 

on a symbolic level, as in the “riches of wisdom” imagery of the Boethius and, as we shall 

see, the Alfred Jewel.  

 

 Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated that Ps(P) shares much of the imagery and philosophy of the 

other texts of the Alfredian corpus. Moreover, as I have argued for those texts, it represents a 

project originating in and destined for a context in which worldly life and Christian devotion 

were viewed not as mutually exclusive, but inherently compatible. While the debate 

surrounding Alfred’s authorship is by no means settled, it should be noted that this 

compatibility between secularity and piety manifests in the king’s own persona, at least as it 

is presented in Asser’s Vita.114 The king is both thoroughly involved in secular affairs and yet 

nonetheless a devout and pious man. Following David, Alfred is presented as both king and 

priest, leading his people in both secular and spiritual affairs; as Daniel Orton argues, the 

whole translation programme represents a ‘Davidic union of ecclesiastical and secular 

offices’.115 Ps(P) epitomises the attempt to integrate worldly and devotional concerns: it is 

this same balance which underlies the joint military and sapiential, spiritual strength that 

Alfred promotes as the ideal for the successful nation in the prose preface to the Pastoral 

Care (3.4-9). While wealth is presented at times as an impediment to the spiritual journey 

towards salvation, pragmatic advice concerning wealth and the promotion of almsgiving 

suggests that the Ps(P)-author was conscious of a wealthy audience, for whom it was 

                                                 
114 See, for example, VA 76, in which Asser details not only Alfred’s successes in government and secular 

pursuits such as hunting, instructing craftsmen and enjoying vernacular poetry, but also his pious activities, such 

as attending Mass, participating in both day-time and night-time offices, going secretly to church in order to 

pray and distributing alms.  
115 Orton, ‘Royal Piety’, p. 485. 
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important that worldly life could be incorporated into piety. King Alfred’s own experiences 

would have offered the ideal model for such a lifestyle.
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Conclusion 

The Alfred Jewel and the Alfredian Legacy 

 

This thesis has demonstrated that the Pastoral Care, prose Boethius, Soliloquies and Prose 

Psalms are united by a common understanding that the possession of material wealth is no 

impediment to a pious life in pursuit of wisdom. While spiritual riches must be prioritised, 

earthly riches are nonetheless not only tolerated but acknowledged as helpful tools – provided 

that one handles them with reason, moderation and an intention to make them useful. There is 

sufficient coherence between this group to allow us to confidently refer to a single author. 

The Metres of Boethius are distinguished from the Alfredian prose corpus in that there is little 

acknowledgement of the benefits of worldly wealth in these poems: all focus is on the 

rejection of earthly riches in favour of the heavenly.1 The vocabulary of wealth in the prose 

corpus is sparse to say the least. The author eschews the wide range of terms for treasure 

familiar from the early poetic corpus, preferring the more ambiguous wela, complemented by 

the adjectives welig and eadig. Following Cynewulf, the Alfredian author exploits the 

versatility of these terms, which can refer both to literal wealth and intangible riches or 

happiness. More so than Cynewulf, though, he uses this versatility to imply a connection 

between the two: good use of earthly wela leads to rewards of heavenly wela.  

 As noted in the Introduction, the belief that there is a link between earthly treasures 

and the otherworldly is shared by many cultures. For example, in Christian thought, 

renunciation of present wealth is thought to ensure a return in heaven, just as in certain 

Northern European Iron-Age societies, deposits of treasure in peat bogs seem to have been 

made on the understanding that these possessions will be transferred to the afterlife. In early 

                                                 
1 See Bately, ‘The Alfredian Canon Revisited’ (p. 109), on the possibility that the Metres should be considered 

separate to the Alfredian canon. Atherton situates the Metres in a tenth-century context, arguing that they reflect 

concerns about desire for power in a ruler; he offers both ‘moralising churchmen’ and ‘dissidents in the ranks’ 

as groups to which the poet may have belonged (pp. 171-73). See Chapter Four on the question of whether the 

author of the prose B-text and poet of the Metres were the same person.  
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Old English poetry such as Beowulf and Genesis A, as we have seen, treasure is frequently 

associated with fertility, perhaps as a tangible symbol of the almost magical-seeming power 

of reproduction, the continuation of life. It is for this reason, perhaps, that in this same corpus 

of poetry, possession of wealth also represents succession to positions of power: while the old 

king or patriarch lies dead, his heir continues, bearing the same bright gold.  

 

 The Treasures of Alfred’s Reign 

In both Christian and Northern European pagan traditions, then, treasure has the potential to 

embody the otherworldly. We can observe a harnessing of this symbolic potency, arguably 

embracing both of the aforementioned traditions, in the royal donative rings associated with 

Æthelwulf, Alfred’s father, and Æthelswith, Alfred’s sister. Æthelwulf’s ring is inscribed 

‘Ethelwulf Rex’, featuring an image of peacocks at the fountain of life; Æthelswith’s is 

inscribed with ‘Eaðelsvið Regna’ on the back of the bezel, with an image of the Agnus Dei on 

the front.2 Both images have baptismal connotations.3 These symbols of baptism are given 

greater potency through the medium of treasure, long associated with vitality, fertility and the 

otherworldly. More famous than the West-Saxon royal rings, however, are the various jewels, 

possibly æstels, associated with Alfred himself.4 These jewels, symbols of wisdom, represent 

a distinctively Alfredian exploitation of the association between treasure and the 

otherworldly. Like the rings of his father and sister, the jewels associated with Alfred draw 

upon the immemorial connection between precious material objects and the immaterial or 

spiritual world: however, while the royal rings make use of the vitality of treasure to evoke 

                                                 
2 The Making of England: Anglo-Saxon Art and Culture AD 600-900, ed. L. Webster and J. Backhouse (London, 

1991), pp. 268-69. See also L. Webster, ‘Ædificia nova: Treasures of Alfred’s Reign’, in Alfred the Great, ed. 

Reuter, pp. 79-103 (p. 91); her ‘Art of Alfred’, pp. 52-54; and Hinton, pp. 40-42.  
3 Webster, ‘Ædificia nova’, p. 91; Hinton, p. 42.  
4 See Introduction. On the Bowleaze, Alfred and Minster Lovell jewels, see Webster and Backhouse, pp. 281-

82, 282 and 282-83, respectively.  
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the eternal life of Christian salvation, Alfred’s jewels point towards the spiritual riches of 

wisdom which, as detailed in the Soliloquies, accompany the soul to the afterlife.  

 The Alfred Jewel has long been associated with the æstel mentioned in the prose 

preface to the Pastoral Care, a highly valuable object worth fifty mancuses (Pastoral Care 

9.1-2); each bishop who was sent a copy of the translation would have apparently also 

received an æstel (7.25-9.1). Etymological evidence suggests that the term æstel may have 

referred to a pointing device: this interpretation certainly accords with the socket, 4 mm in 

diameter, issuing from the beast head on the jewel, which would have probably been fitted 

with a rod.5 The jewel, found near Athelney, Somerset, famously features a human figure 

depicted in cloisonné enamel, holding two floriate rods; the enamel inlay lies beneath a piece 

of Roman crystal, enclosed by a gold frame with granulation, filigree and an openwork 

inscription, Ælfred mec heht gewyrcan.6 Because of its inscription, as Webster notes, the 

jewel is ‘reasonably attributed by most to Alfred’s court workshops’.7 Knowledge of these 

‘workshops’ is inferred from Asser’s report that Alfred designed and commissioned many 

ædificia nova (‘new treasures’), and that he had at his disposal craftsmen from many foreign 

nations.8 Asser’s assertion that Alfred himself was intimately involved with the design and 

construction of these treasures resonates with the close connection between king and jewel 

implied by the inscription. The king’s involvement allows us to read the Alfred Jewel, and 

                                                 
5 On the identification of the word æstel as a term which refers to the Alfred Jewel, and others like it, see Clarke 

and Hinton, pp. 8-9; Hinton, pp. 24-29; and Howlett, ‘Alfred’s Æstel’.  
6 Webster and Backhouse, pp. 282-83; and Webster, ‘Ædificia nova’, pp. 81-82. 
7 Webster, ‘Ædificia nova’, p. 81. However, it is worth noting, as Hinton does, that the inscription does not 

feature the word cyning, and, moreover, that mec and heht imply a Mercian rather than West Saxon origin; 

however, as Hinton goes on to add, it should be remembered that Alfred had many Mercian scholars at his court 

(pp. 18-20). 
8 VA 76 and 91; see also chapter 56; on Alfred’s craftsmen, who were ‘in omni terreno aedificio edoctos’ 

(‘skilled in every earthly craft’) see chapter 101 (Stevenson, p. 59, ll. 6-9; p. 77, ll. 19-21; p. 47, ll. 31-34; p. 87, 

ll. 6-7; for translations see Keynes and Lapidge, pp. 91, 101, 85 and 106). On the translation of ædificia as 

‘treasures’ rather than ‘buildings’, see Keynes and Lapidge, pp. 249-50; see also R. Deshman, ‘The Galba 

Psalter: Pictures, Texts and Contexts in an Early Medieval Prayerbook’, ASE 26 (1997), 109-38 (pp. 132-33); 

and Webster ‘Ædificia nova’, p. 79. On Alfred’s craftsmen and the ædificia nova, see further Webster, ‘Art of 

Alfred’, p. 49; and D. Pratt, ‘Persuasion and Invention at the Court of King Alfred the Great’, in Court Culture 

in the Early Middle Ages: The Proceedings of the First Alcuin Conference, ed. C. Cubitt, Studies in the Early 

Middle Ages 3 (Turnhout, 2003), pp. 189-221 (p. 190).  
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others like it, as royal output similar to the four canonical translations: indeed, ‘Alfred 

ordered me to be made’ is perhaps a fitting epithet not only for the jewels but moreover for 

the written ædificia. The fact that the Alfred Jewel was probably intended to accompany one 

of the copies of the Pastoral Care translation indicates that this is was not simply a gaudy 

bauble, but a treasure intimately connected to the acquisition of spiritual wisdom.       

 The Alfred Jewel is not the only Anglo-Saxon treasure to be identified as an æstel. 

There are three other jewels from the same period fitted with similar sockets: the Minster 

Lovell, Bowleaze and ‘Wessex’ jewels.9 The Minster Lovell Jewel, found in Minster Lovell, 

Oxfordshire, shares many features with the Alfred Jewel, including, as Webster observes, the 

‘round enamel set in a gold frame with filigree and granulation’, and like the Alfred Jewel, it 

has a flat back, though its front is decorated with a cross rather than a figure.10 It is 

considerably smaller, measuring only 30 mm, though the socket is a similar size, at 5 mm, 

implying that it may have been designed to hold a similarly sized rod.11 The Bowleaze Jewel, 

found at Bowleaze Cove, near Weymouth, Dorset, features a more simple form of the filigree 

and granulation, with a blue glass cabochon at its centre; according to Webster, the jewel 

would have featured a flat back-plate, but this is now missing; she notes that the Bowleaze 

Jewel, while simpler than the Alfred and Minster Lovell jewels, ‘is clearly linked to them in 

size and construction; and the use of blue glass may also be linked to the dominant use of 

blue enamel in the other two.’12 Its socket measures 4.5 mm, and the jewel itself 28 mm.13 

Finally, the ‘Wessex’ Jewel, like the Alfred Jewel, consists of a reused rock-crystal, perhaps 

originally an amuletic bead, encased in a framework embellished with gold filigree, with a 

blue glass cabochon at the centre, set at the meeting point of crossed gold strips.14 The size of 

                                                 
9 For detailed descriptions, see Webster, ‘Ædificia nova’, pp. 83-85. 
10 Webster, ‘Ædificia nova’, p. 83. See also Hinton, pp. 30-32. 
11 Webster, ‘Ædificia nova’, p. 83. 
12 Webster and Backhouse, p. 281; and Webster, ‘Ædificia nova’, p. 83. See also Hinton, pp. 33-34. 
13 Webster, ‘Ædificia nova’, p. 83. 
14 Webster, ‘Ædificia nova’, pp. 83-84. See also Hinton, pp. 34-35.  
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the socket is in line with the three previous jewels, at 5 mm, and the jewel itself is larger than 

the Minster Lovell and Bowleaze jewels, but smaller than the Alfred Jewel, at 44 mm.15 

 While the jewels vary in their decoration, Webster asserts that they clearly ‘form a 

closely related group’.16 As Pratt observes, the sockets are all roughly 0.5 cm in diameter, and 

1 cm long.17 These sockets, Pratt suggests, seem ‘originally to have held a rod that has since 

decayed in each case, probably of wood or ivory’.18 The appropriateness of such a device for 

pointing at text in a manuscript, the supposed function of the æstel mentioned in the prose 

preface to the Pastoral Care, cannot be ignored, though it is still unclear whether one grasped 

the jewel as the handle or the rod.19 Such a device would certainly fall under the category 

ædificia nova.20 

 If these jewels are indeed some of the æstels which accompanied copies of the 

Pastoral Care, there is a clear link between wealth, in the form of the jewels, and wisdom, 

represented by the manuscripts of the translation. Robert Deshman suggests that Asser uses 

the word ædifica in his biography of the king because ‘Alfred’s artistic activities, like his 

literary endeavours and his rulership in general, were understood as a form of edification’; if 

ædificia nova can be taken to refer to the four socket-jewels, then, they were clearly believed, 

by Asser, at least, to have some connection to learning, or spiritual development. 21 

                                                 
15 Webster, ‘Ædificia nova’, p. 85. 
16 Webster, ‘Ædificia nova’, p. 85. On the similarity of the Alfred and Minster Lovell jewels, see Hinton, p. 32; 

see also pp. 32-33 and 35-36, on other similar artefacts with sockets or nozzles found outside of Wessex.  
17 Pratt, ‘Persuasion and Invention’, pp. 197-98.  
18 Pratt, ‘Persuasion and Invention’, p. 197. 
19 The flat backs of the Alfred, Minster Lovell and, apparently, the Bowleaze jewels suggest that one held the 

rod and ran the smooth backs of the jewels across the page; while the ‘Wessex’ Jewel does not have the same 

flat back-plate, as Webster maintains, ‘the flattened underside of the crystal and the flat gold disc beneath it 

would have enabled it to be slid as easily across a page as the others’ (‘Ædificia nova’, p. 85). However, Pratt 

argues that ‘in the case of the heavier jewels containing crystals, the junction between the socket and the main 

body seems sufficiently delicate to suggest that in use one grasped the fitting itself’ (‘Persuasion and Invention’, 

p. 198).  
20 It should be noted, however, that not all of the jewels are likely to have cost fifty mancuses, the price 

specified in the prose preface to the Pastoral Care; Pratt suggets that the Alfred and Minster Lovell jewels, the 

more expensive, may have been intended for ceremonial use, and the Bowleaze and ‘Wessex’ for ‘humbler 

contexts’ (‘Persuasion and Invention’, p. 199; see also Webster, ‘Art of Alfred’, pp. 64-65). 
21 Deshman, p. 133. 
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Moreover, critics have argued that the jewels themselves symbolise wisdom. For example, 

the white crystal spolia of the Alfred and ‘Wessex’ jewels is thought to represent clear sight 

and, by association, wisdom, or true perception.22 Indeed, Catherine Karkov observes that: 

‘According to Bede (following Pliny), crystal cut into a hexagonal shape was symbolic of the 

man wise by divine grace’, a theme that resonates with the Alfredian corpus.23 Likewise, the 

importance of seeing clearly, perhaps represented by the crystal, connects to one of the most 

important images of the corpus: the modes eagan (‘mind’s eyes’), with which one attains 

wisdom. As Gesceadwisnes explains to Augustinus in the Soliloquies: ‘swa swa þeos gesewe 

sunne ures lichaman æagan onleoht, swa onliht se wisdom ures modes æagan, þæt is, ure 

angyt’ (78.3-5) (‘just as the visible sun illuminates our body’s eyes, so wisdom enlightens the 

eyes of our mind, that is, our understanding’). As healthy eyes of the body perceive this 

world the clearer, healthy (or virtuous) eyes of the mind are better able to perceive wisdom 

and God; as Gesceadwisnes cautions: ‘Ac se þe god geseon wille, he scel habban his modes 

eagan hale’ (67.3-4) (‘But he who wishes to see God, he must have healthy mind’s eyes’).24 

Webster argues that the blue glass cabochons of the Bowleaze and ‘Wessex’ jewels could 

represent eyes; she observes that these cabochons do not usually appear ‘prominently as a 

central feature, as here, but as insets for eyes, whether human, or more often, animal’, 

suggesting that these two circular jewels might, therefore, represent the ‘inner eye with which 

Alfred was so concerned’.25 The clearest indication that the Alfred Jewel, at least, symbolises 

sight is the exaggeration of the figure’s eyes, reminiscent of the central image on the Fuller 

Brooch.26 Many scholars have drawn attention to the similarities between these two figures, 

                                                 
22 Webster, ‘Ædificia nova’, p. 86. 
23 Karkov, Ruler Portraits, p. 29; Karkov refers to Bede’s Explanatio Apocalypsis.  
24 See also Boethius B33.244-47. 
25 Webster, ‘Ædificia nova’, p. 87.  
26 On the figure of the Alfred Jewel as personified Sight, see Bakka. For more on the Fuller Brooch, see Webster 

and Backhouse, pp. 280-81; Webster, ‘Art of Alfred’, pp. 65-66; and Pratt, ‘Persuasion and Invention’, pp. 206-

20. The Fuller Brooch can be dated to the late ninth or possibly early tenth century (Webster and Backhouse, p. 

281; and Pratt, ‘Persuasion and Invention’, p. 208).  
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as both have large, staring eyes and carry floriate rods.27 Wright argues that sight is apt for 

representing the acquisition of wisdom as it is through the eyes that we read the books in 

which wisdom is stored.28 However, in the Alfredian context, it should be remembered that 

the Boethius and the Soliloquies are dialogues, in which wisdom is acquired aurally and, 

moreover, that according to Æthelweard’s Chronicon, the Boethius, at least, was read aloud.29 

It is arguably more significant that the iconography of the Alfred Jewel, Fuller Brooch and, 

possibly, the other jewels complement the emphasis on seeing clearly with the modes eagan 

in the canonical texts of the Alfredian corpus.  

 As discussed above, the meeting of wealth and wisdom in the jewels represents a 

distinctively Alfredian adaptation of the immemorial connection between material treasure 

and the afterlife or otherworldly: in this case, material wealth represents wisdom, associated 

in Alfredian literature with the divine. The æstels, highly valuable objects, function as a guide 

to wisdom.30 Pratt argues that the floriate rods on both the Alfred Jewel and Fuller Brooch 

‘might have acquired an enhanced significance, central to Alfred’s Solomonic outlook, by 

representing the undesired power and wealth that should accompany the pursuit of wisdom’ 

and that the whole Alfredian output of texts and artefacts was intended to ensure that 

‘throughout his [Alfred’s] realm, power was exercised in accordance with wisdom, without 

any desire for the wealth that would undoubtedly accrue.’31 As Pratt maintains, Solomon is 

granted wealth because he desires only wisdom, not wealth, and the Alfredian translations, as 

                                                 
27 Hinton, p. 21; Pratt, ‘Persuasion and Invention’, especially pp. 220-21; and C. D. Wright, ‘Why Sight Holds 

Flowers: An Apocryphal Source for the Iconography of the Alfred Jewel and Fuller Brooch’, in Text, Image, 

Interpretation: Studies in Anglo-Saxon Literature and its Insular Context in Honour of Éamonn Ó Carragáin, 

ed. A. J. Minnis and J. Roberts, Studies in the Early Middle Ages 18 (Turnhout, 2007), pp. 169-86 (pp. 170-72). 

Wright finds a source for these floriate rods in the early medieval tradition, known in Anglo-Saxon England, 

that God made Adam’s eyes from flowers (Wright, ‘Why Sight Holds Flowers’, p. 177 and pp. 182-83). 
28 Wright, ‘Why Sight Holds Flowers’, p. 183; see also Hinton, p. 21. On sight as the highest of all five senses in 

biblical and patristic texts, with touch as the lowest, see K. O’Brien O’Keeffe, ‘Hands and Eyes, Sight and 

Touch: Appraising the Senses in Anglo-Saxon England’, ASE 45 (2017), 105-40 (pp. 105-06).  
29 Campbell, p. 51. 
30 Karkov interprets the figure on the Alfred Jewel as ‘a guide in the path forward to wisdom’ (Ruler Portraits, 

p. 30). 
31 Pratt, ‘Persuasion and Invention’, p. 220.  
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we have seen, do warn against the dangers of desiring wealth. However, as this thesis has 

demonstrated, Alfredian literature combines these warnings about wealth with 

acknowledgement of its benefits, especially for those in positions of power. In fact, the æstels 

embody the tolerance of wealth that recurs throughout the Alfredian corpus, from Mod’s 

defence of a king’s resources to Augustinus’s avowal that while he would prioritise his lord’s 

will over wealth, he would follow both if he could. We saw in Chapter Four how the heroes 

of early Old English poetry often stare at treasure, while in both the Boethius and the Metres, 

readers (or listeners) are encouraged to gaze instead with their mind’s eye upon immaterial 

riches. By gazing upon the æstels, one achieves both, looking with the bodily eye upon the 

treasure and with the mind’s eye towards wisdom. Webster interprets the Fuller Brooch as an 

emblem of both ‘temporal status’ as well as ‘the search for spiritual wisdom upon which 

earthly power depends’.32 The Alfred Jewel and other possible æstels can arguably be seen in 

a similar light. While the æstels may represent both worldly wealth and wisdom, however, 

the Alfredian translations would teach their readers that this sort of wealth is only a sign, a 

pale reflection, of the true riches of wisdom and God.  

 

 After Alfred 

This meeting of ‘temporal status’ and piety is also evident in the Codex Aureus inscription, 

dating to Alfred’s reign, which records that Ealdorman Alfred of Surrey and his wife 

Wærburh paid to redeem the codex, among other books, from the Vikings.33 As Webster 

argues, this manuscript ‘testifies to the piety of its aristocratic rescuers, and perhaps also 

                                                 
32 Webster, ‘Ædificia nova’, p. 87. Webster interprets the Abingdon sword hilt, which is decorated with the 

images of the evangelists, in similar terms, arguing that it is: ‘Another secular object from Wessex which [...] 

seems to resonate with Alfred’s concern that his nobility should be spiritually educated in order to exercise 

power and governance wisely’ (‘Art of Alfred’, pp. 69-70). See also Pratt, ‘Persuasion and Invention’, pp. 201-

06, on how Alfred’s candle lantern represents the ideal balance between worldly and pious living (VA 103-04).  
33 This is Kungliga Bibliotek, MS A. 135; on the date of the inscription, see Webster, ‘Art of Alfred’, p. 47. See 

also Webster and Backhouse, pp. 199-200.  



249 

 

 

reflects the impact of Alfred’s campaign to renew religious study and devotion not only 

among the bishops, monks and clergy, but among his nobles and their families.’34 Alfred and 

Wærburh’s payment is especially significant in the light of this thesis: whether they were 

literate or not, they clearly understood the value of this manuscript, and could have had the 

text read aloud if they could not read it themselves; at the same time, they were aristocratic, 

and possessed enough wealth to persuade the Vikings to return the manuscript. Their use of 

wealth is exactly that which is advocated by the Alfredian corpus, in that they made a rational 

(gesceadwis) decision to pay for the manuscript, thus ensuring that their wealth was not 

useless (unnyt) – as we do not know how much they paid the Vikings, we cannot tell for 

certain whether they were immoderate (ungemet) with their money, but it seems unlikely that 

the ealdorman completely impoverished himself in order to ensure the manuscript’s safe 

return.35 Alfred and Wærburh’s use of wealth therefore represents a perfect example of how 

laymen can possess money, and nonetheless give themselves to piety and wisdom.  

 It is now worth assessing the extent to which these Alfredian ideals continued after 

the death of Alfred, in the same way that the political developments of his reign were 

continued, and indeed, augmented, by his descendants.36 As Keynes has observed, Mercian 

scholars who are mentioned in the prose preface to the Pastoral Care and Asser’s Vita 

Alfredi would have continued to live and work at the royal court after Alfred’s death: this 

                                                 
34 Webster, ‘Art of Alfred’, p. 47.  
35 On Ealdorman Alfred’s will, see Webster and Backhouse, pp. 263-64.  
36 For example, Alfred’s control of Mercia: after his death, his daughter Æthelflæd and Ealdorman Æthelred 

ruled Mercia, but were ultimately subject to Edward, King of Wessex, despite the fact that Insular, non-Anglo-

Saxon sources refer to them as king and queen; after both died, Edward seized power over Mercia, supplanting 

Ælfwynn, daughter of Æthelflæd and Æthelred. The time of a divided kingdom, with close relatives ruling 

different areas, as in Æthelwulf’s day, had clearly passed; as in the time of Alfred, there was only one king. 

Moreover, Æthelstan was known as ‘rex Saxonum et Anglorum’, just as his grandfather came to be known as 

King of the Anglo-Saxons or English: the consolidation of Wessex and Mercia, begun in Alfred’s day, holds 

strong during Æthelstan’s reign (Atherton, pp. 107, 119, 121, 145; Keynes, ‘Alfred the Great and the Kingdom 

of the Anglo-Saxons’, pp. 13-14 and 25; and his ‘Edward, King of the Anglo-Saxons’, in Edward the Elder: 

899-924, ed. N. J. Higham and D. H. Hill [London, 2001], pp. 40-66 [pp. 42-44, 49-50, 54, 57-58 and 61-62]; 

for details of Alfred’s control of Mercia and the unification with Wessex, see Keynes, ‘Alfred the Great and the 

Kingdom of the Anglo-Saxons’, pp. 13-14, 22 and 34). 
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would have not only strengthened the unity between Wessex and Mercia but would have also 

enabled ongoing promotion of the literature produced during the king’s lifetime.37 There are 

several methods for determining the continuation of the Alfredian ideals of piety and learning 

among laymen as well as ecclesiastics after his death: firstly, we can consider lay literacy.  

 Pratt observes that there is little evidence for lay literacy in the seventh and eighth 

centuries: in this period, lay engagement with the written word was normally only possible 

through ecclesiastical mediation.38 Pratt argues that the ninth century, however, can be seen 

as ‘an important period of change, involving heightened lay interaction with the written 

word.’39 This assertion is supported by Susan Kelly’s account of the shifting significance of 

charters: while in the early period it seems that, on the whole, Latin charters were valued not 

so much because of their content, which would have been inaccessible to laymen, but because 

of their symbolic function, in the ninth century, Latin charters started to include boundary 

clauses in the vernacular, indicating that the text itself was considered significant.40 Kelly 

attributes the respect given to the vernacular in the tenth and eleventh centuries, attested by 

its wide use in literary and administrative contexts, to Alfred’s literary initiatives.41 As 

Atherton notes, while Edward did not venerate literature to the same degree as Alfred, he 

‘evidently continued his father’s literacy campaign’, and ‘the vernacular continued to be 

fostered by the ruling elite’.42 The Fonthill Letter, Atherton argues, represents ‘a small but 

significant example of the development of literacy among the laity – rather than exclusively 

in the ranks of the clergy – in early tenth-century England.’43 Evidence for lay literacy, then, 

                                                 
37 Keynes, ‘Alfred the Great’, p. 31; for example, Wærferth died c. 915 and Plegmund 923; Asser himself, 

though Welsh, not Mercian, died in 911.  
38 D. Pratt, ‘Kings and Books in Anglo-Saxon England’, ASE 43 (2014), 297-377 (pp. 302-03).  
39 Pratt, ‘Kings and Books’, p. 306.  
40 S. Kelly, ‘Anglo-Saxon Lay Society and the Written Word’, in The Uses of Literacy in Early Medieval 

Europe, ed. R. McKitterick (Cambridge, 1990), pp. 36-62 (pp. 44-46).  
41 Kelly, pp. 51 and 54. However, Kelly emphasises that lay literacy in the vernacular did exist before Alfred 

(pp. 54-55 and 62).   
42 Atherton, p. 122.  
43 Atherton, p. 127. See also Keynes, ‘Edward’, p. 60. 
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is perhaps an indicator that the Alfredian ideal of lay learning continued into the tenth and 

eleventh centuries. However, as Kelly points out, literacy is not the only measure of learning: 

 

We cannot tell if laymen in large numbers had acquired the mechanical skills of 

reading and writing: the details of Alfred’s education remind us that in the early 

mediaeval period listening, reading aloud and extensive memorization were far more 

important adjuncts of learning than they are today.44 

  

As mentioned above, there could be many laymen who, though unable to read, would have 

pursued wisdom collectively, through listening to literature read aloud.45  

 Another method of assessing the continuation of Alfredian ideals is to consider 

Anglo-Saxon royals and aristocrats not (necessarily) as readers but patrons, owners and 

donators of books: this support and distribution of literary material represents an alternative 

interpretation of the Alfredian emphasis on the value of wisdom. Richard Gameson observes 

that Edward and his immediate family were probably responsible for the patronage of ‘some 

of the most significant works of art to survive from the first half of the tenth century’, such as 

the Tanner Bede (Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Tanner 10); these products, he suggests, ‘are 

important physical evidence that the literary activity and artistic trends that were initiated 

under Alfred survived and continued to develop during the period of his son’s rule.’46 Pratt, 

likewise, finds numerous examples of lay patrons of literature, such as Æthelweard (d. c. 

998), the layman behind the Latin Chronicon.47 There is also the mysterious Ælfwine, for 

whom Junius 11 seems to have been made: a portrait of Ælfwine which appears in a roundel 

in the manuscript indicates that he was probably a layman, as he wears a cloak and does not 

have a tonsure.48 A reference to ‘Oddan boc’ in a Worcester book-list perhaps indicates, 

                                                 
44 Kelly, p. 61. 
45 On Æthelweard’s reference to the Boethius being read both aloud and in private, see Chapter Four.  
46 R. G. Gameson, ‘The Decoration of the Tanner Bede’, ASE 21 (1992), 115-59 (pp. 155-56).  
47 Pratt, ‘Kings and Books’, p. 326.  
48 Pratt, ‘Kings and Books’, pp. 327-28.  
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moreover, that Odda of Deerhurst was another ‘book-owning layman’.49 Even if these laymen 

could not read the books they owned, by funding the production of literature and donating 

books to churches, they perpetuated the Alfredian ideal of wisdom.  

 The most striking example of an Anglo-Saxon layman who not only understood the 

value of wisdom but evidently wished to be portrayed as both wise and pious, however, must 

be Alfred’s grandson, Æthelstan. Two Latin poems, the acrostic ‘Adalstan’ (Oxford, 

Bodleian Library, MS Rawlinson C. 697, 7, fol. 8v) and ‘Rex pius Æðelstan’ (London, 

British Library, MS Cotton Tiberius A. ii, fol. 15r), praise Æthelstan for his piety and 

patronage of learning.50 The claims of these poems appear to be supported by the evidence of 

Æthelstan’s many book donations.51 These books, according to Keynes, indicate the 

significance of Æthelstan’s reign ‘in the continuing process of the revival of religion and 

learning initiated by King Alfred and brought to fruition by King Edgar.’52 Like Ealdorman 

Alfred and Wærburh, Æthelstan puts his wealth to good use, giving gifts of books, the 

repositories of wisdom. Indeed, in some cases, the books donated by Æthelstan visually 

                                                 
49 Pratt, ‘Kings and Books’, p. 328; on lay people donating books, see pp. 333-45; on Cnut’s and Emma’s gifts 

of books, in particular, see pp. 346-71. On Emma and Edith, Edward the Confessor’s wife, as patrons of 

literature, see E. M. Tyler, ‘Crossing Conquests: Polyglot Royal Women and Literary Culture in Eleventh-

Century England’, in Conceptualizing Multilingualism in Medieval England, c. 800–c. 1250, ed. E. M. Tyler, 

Studies in the Early Middle Ages 27 (Turnhout, 2011), pp. 171-96 (pp. 179 and 183-84).  
50 S. Keynes, ‘King Æthelstan’s Books’, in Learning and Literature in Anglo-Saxon England: Studies Presented 

to Peter Clemoes on the Occasion of his Sixty-fifth Birthday, ed. M. Lapidge and H. Gneuss (Cambridge, 1985), 

pp. 143-201 (pp. 144 and 147-51); see also M. Lapidge, ‘Some Latin Poems as Evidence for the Reign of 

Athelstan’, ASE 9 (1980), 61-98 (pp. 72-83 and 93-97); and R. Gallagher, ‘Latin Acrostic Poetry in Anglo-

Saxon England: Reassessing the Contribution of John the Old Saxon’, MÆ 86 (2017), 249-74. Lapidge argues 

that the ‘Iohannes’ whose name is concealed at the end of the ‘Adalstan’ acrostic is John the Old Saxon, the 

mæssepreost named by Alfred as one of his scholarly helpers in the prose preface to the Pastoral Care (7.22; 

‘Some Latin Poems’, pp. 77-81; see also VA 94-97); however, Sarah Foot has argued that this is an implausible 

identification, as the acrostic seems to be aimed at an adult, and Æthelstan would have only been a small child 

in the period when Lapidge suggests that John would have written the poem (Foot, pp. 110-12); Gallagher also 

argues against the identification with John the Old Saxon, suggesting that ‘Iohannes’ refers to John the Baptist 

(Gallagher, p. 261). Keynes notes that the poem ‘Rex pius Æðelstan’ was probably added at Christ Church, 

Canterbury, where Æthelstan donated the manuscript (‘King Æthelstan’s Books’, p. 151). 
51 Keynes, ‘King Æthelstan’s Books’; and Pratt, ‘Kings and Books’, pp. 334-42.  
52 Keynes, ‘King Æthelstan’s Books’, p. 147. Keynes moreover notes that Æthelstan’s court was a place in 

which the learned people of the British Isles and Europe convened to exchange knowledge (pp. 144-45 and 197-

98). On Edgar’s reign, see S. Keynes, ‘Edgar, rex admirabilis’, in Edgar, King of the English 959-975: New 

Interpretations, ed. D. G. Scragg (Woodbridge, 2008), pp. 3-59. 
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manifest the wealth of the king. ‘Rex pius Æðelstan’ refers to the ornamentation of the 

manuscript, a continental gospel-book, in which the poem is found; it describes the book: 

 

 quod rex aureolis sacro spiramine fusus 

 ornauit titulis gemmigerisque locis [...]. 

 hoc quoque scematicis ornarier ora lapillis 

 auxit ubique micans floribus ut uariis. 

 (ll. 9-10 and 13-14) 

  

 (which the king, filled with the holy spirit, 

 adorned with golden headings and places set with jewels [...]. 

He also embellished it by having its covers adorned with patterned jewels, 

[so that it would be] resplendent as if with various flowers.53) 

 

As Lapidge remarks, the gemmigeris locis presumably refers to ‘the lavishly decorated 

miniatures’ in the manuscript, though, ‘less probably in context, the phrase could refer to a 

jewel-studded binding’; he observes that the assertion that Æthelstan commissioned the 

decoration ‘is either a conceit by the poet or else indicates that the poet was unaware of the 

manuscript’s continental origin.’54 Foot suggests that this comment perhaps shows that the 

poet had ‘some awareness of the riches of manuscript production in the king’s circle.’55 With 

these lavishly decorated manuscripts, Æthelstan diverts his wealth to the cause of wisdom; 

Pratt’s description of the secular manuscript donations in the eleventh century, ‘a form of 

piety closely linked with the expression of wealth and power,’ is also apt here.56 Wealth and 

power contribute to, rather than deflect from, the image of Æthelstan as a wise and pious 

king.  

 Indeed, both Æthelstan and Edgar embrace symbols of wealth and power in images 

which have a pious or religious context, as in the famous portrait of Æthelstan in Cambridge, 

Corpus Christi College, MS 183, in which he appears crowned, donating that very manuscript 

                                                 
53 Quotation and translation from Lapidge, ‘Some Latin Poems’, pp. 95-96. 
54 Lapidge, ‘Some Latin Poems’, p. 96, n. 155.  
55 Foot, p. 114.  
56 Pratt, ‘Kings and Books’, p. 345. On aristocratic donations of lavishly decorated books, see further pp. 341 

and 344-45. Keynes notes that ornamented books are included in the list of gifts that Æthelstan gave to the 

community of Cuthbert (‘King Æthelstan’s Books’, p. 177).  
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to Cuthbert.57 Æthelstan, who seems to have been the first Anglo-Saxon king to be coronated, 

appears in this image with his royal status, and the wealth that accompanies it, manifested in 

the image of the crown.58 The meeting of his wealth and piety in this image is an apt 

reflection of the way that Æthelstan used his wealth for devout purposes, in his many gifts to 

Chester-le-Street.59 Similarly, in the frontispiece to the New Minster Charter (London, British 

Library, MS Cotton Vespasian A. viii, fol. 2v) Edgar is depicted, as Karkov observes, ‘richly 

dressed in a gold-bordered cloak and trefoil crown offering the golden charter to the figure of 

Christ’.60 As in Æthelstan’s portrait, the rich vestments of royalty appear in a bold statement 

of the meeting of wealth and piety in the royal person. In the portraits of Æthelstan and 

Edgar, possession of wealth does not problematise royal piety, but rather embodies it.  

 

*** 

 

The Alfredian canon represents an innovative stage in the development of Old English 

literature, as some of the very first literary, vernacular prose in English. At this critical 

moment, then, this corpus of texts finds a meeting-point between traditional Anglo-Saxon and 

patristic, scriptural and philosophical perspectives on wealth: while emphasising that spiritual 

wealth, rather than worldly treasure, is the ultimate end to which man aspires, the corpus does 

not disregard material riches as a tool to be despised. Rather, as in Old English heroic poetry, 

wealth is acknowledged as useful, and even desirable. The Alfred Jewel is a fitting 

representation of this accommodation between traditional and imported values: while the 

                                                 
57 See Keynes, ‘King Æthelstan’s Books’, pp. 180-85; and Karkov, Ruler Portraits, pp. 55-57 and 59-62. See 

also Keynes, ‘King Æthelstan’s Books’, pp. 170-74, on the similar portrait in the heavily damaged London, 

British Library, MS Cotton Otho B. ix, also given to Chester-le-Street.  
58 Anglo-Saxon kings had previously received a helmet when consecrated (Foot, pp. 18 and 76-77). On 

coronation imagery in Ps(P), see Chapter Six.  
59 Keynes, ‘King Æthelstan’s Books’, p. 177.  
60 Karkov, Ruler Portraits, p. 86.  
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eyes of the figure gaze towards the divine riches of wisdom, the one who gazes upon the 

jewel should not be ashamed of delighting in the beauty of the little treasure. 
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